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Abstract 
 
Herodotus’ Histories is a vital source for understanding Greek religion and culture in the late 
Archaic and Classical periods, as his work is roughly contemporary with these eras, and discusses 
many religious customs. Although there has been a new focus on religion in Herodotus, the area of 
maritime religion has remained largely unexamined in modern scholarship of Herodotus’ work, 
despite the Histories being an important source. This thesis intends to fill this gap in scholarship by 
focusing on passages from Herodotus’ narrative that discuss maritime religious and sacrificial 
practices, and their significance for Greek religion in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C., as well as 
the information they provide about Herodotus’ own religious beliefs. Throughout Herodotus’ 
account of the Persian Wars, and earlier eras, maritime religion plays a significant role in religious 
practices. Due to the sheer amount of content in Herodotus’ narrative relating to maritime religion, 
the scope of this thesis will focus on maritime sacrifice and dedications, and maritime related 
prayers and libations to the sea, gods, deities, and weather. 
 
This thesis includes three chapters, each concentrating on a different facet of maritime sacrifice: 
sacrifice relating to the sea, sacrifice to the weather at sea, and maritime sacrifice and dedications to 
the gods. The first chapter examines how sacrifice to the sea is performed through three characters 
in Herodotus’ narrative: Kleomenes, Xerxes, and Leon of Troizen. These episodes demonstrate that 
sacrifice to the sea was essential to Greek and Eastern religions, as Herodotus depicts sacrifices by 
Greeks (including Spartans), Phoenicians, and Persians, seeking safe voyage and favourable omens 
through divine aid. The second chapter examines sacrifice, propitiatory offerings, and prayer to the 
winds and storms in Herodotus’ Histories, and in particular the lead up to the Battle of Artemision, 
to determine what can be understood about contemporary Classical Greek practices. The Delphians, 
Athenians, and Persians are all depicted sacrificing to the winds, or establishing altars to them, and 
thus Herodotus demonstrates the variable polytheistic nature of Greece at this time, as different 
city-states sacrifice to and propitiate different deities related to the same goal: control of, and thanks 
to, the winds. The final chapter examines episodes from the Histories of prayers and libations to the 
gods at sea, and maritime votives dedicated in the sanctuaries of gods and heroes after naval battles. 
Herodotus depicts the Greeks dedicating triremes and statues made from the spoils of battles to 
Panhellenic deities, namely Apollo, Zeus, and Poseidon, but also heroes such as Ajax, given to 
these gods and deities after naval victories as thank-offerings for their aid in the battles. Through 
the study of these examples, this thesis aims to further the understanding of belief and ritual in 
Greek maritime religion during the fifth and sixth centuries B.C., and will contribute to our 
understanding of these maritime religious practices as depicted by Herodotus.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 Ἡροδότου Ἁλικαρνησσέος ἱστορίης ἀπόδεξις ἥδε, ὡς µήτε τὰ γενόµενα ἐξ ἀνθρώπων 
 τῷ χρόνῳ ἐξίτηλα γένηται, µήτε ἔργα µεγάλα τε καὶ  θωµαστά, τὰ µὲν Ἕλλησι τὰ δὲ 
 βαρβάροισι ἀποδεχθέντα, ἀκλεᾶ γένηται, τά τε ἄλλα καὶ δι᾿ ἣν αἰτίην ἐπολέµησαν 
 ἀλλήλοισι. 
 
 What Herodotus the Halicarnassian has learnt by inquiry is here set forth: so that the 
 memory of the past may not be blotted out from among men by time, and that 
 great and marvellous deeds done by Greeks and foreigners and especially the 
 reason why they warred against each other may not lack renown.1 
 
Herodotus thus presents his reasons for recording the events of the past and the causes of the 
Persian Wars. He wishes to record what he has learnt by ἱστορίη so that the great deeds done by 
Greeks and βάρβαροι alike will not be forgotten. In the pursuit of this, Herodotus’ inquiry recorded 
many religious practices of Greeks and non-Greeks. As such, this thesis uses Herodotus’ Histories 
as a source to examine Greek maritime religion and related sacrificial practices in the sixth and fifth 
centuries B.C., as well as analysing Herodotus’ own religious beliefs about these matters.  
 
Herodotus was born around 484 B.C. at Halicarnassus in Caria, but not a great amount is known 
about his life and death, circa 430-424.2 Herodotus travelled much of the Mediterranean world, 
joining a colony at Thurii in southern Italy, and his Histories have been widely used as a source for 
ancient ethnography, geography, and a history of Greece and neighbouring areas before and during 
the Persian Wars. Herodotus is at the origin of historiography, and in the European tradition, the 
first extant historical narrative.3   
 
However, Herodotus is also a vital source for Greek and non-Greek religion in the late Archaic and 
Classical periods, as his work is roughly contemporary with these eras, and discusses many 
religious customs. Although there has been a new focus on religion in Herodotus in the last forty 
years, the topic of maritime religion and sacrifice remains understudied. This thesis analyses 
passages of maritime sacrifice in the Histories to fill this gap in scholarship. Throughout Herodotus’ 
account of the Persian Wars, and earlier eras, maritime religion plays a significant role in Greek 
religious practices. Due to the sheer amount of content in Herodotus’ narrative concerning maritime 
religion, the scope of this thesis will focus on a different facet of maritime religion and sacrifice in 
                                                
1 Hdt. 1.1.  
2 For the life and travels of Herodotus, see: Rawlinson 1862: 2-28; Godley 1920: vii-xvi; Glover 1969: 11-23; Gould 
1989: 4-18.  
3 Gould 1989: 2. 
 2 
three chapters: sacrifice relating to the sea, sacrifice to the weather at sea, and maritime sacrifice 
and dedications to deities.  
 
The first chapter examines sacrifice to the sea through three important characters in Herodotus’ 
narrative: Kleomenes, Xerxes, and Leon of Troizen, and will demonstrate that sacrifice to the sea 
was essential to Greek and Eastern religions. The second chapter discusses the destructive storms at 
sea leading up to the battle of Artemision, and the reactions of the Delphians, Athenians, and 
Persians to these events. This chapter analyses how different city-states sacrifice to and propitiate 
different deities related to the same goal: control of, and thanks to, the winds. The final chapter of 
this thesis examines passages from Herodotus of prayers and libations to the gods at sea, and 
maritime votives dedicated in the sanctuaries of gods and heroes, given as thank-offerings for their 
aid in battle.  
 
This introduction covers the reception of Herodotus’ work in ancient sources and modern 
scholarship, as it relates to his credibility in religious matters. Religion in Herodotus is also 
discussed, including Greek and non-Greek religions, Herodotus’ own religious beliefs, evidence for 
maritime religion and sacrifice in his Histories, and his sources for these events. Due to the difficult 
nature of achieving consistency in the transliteration of Greek names and places, this thesis retains 
more common forms such as Herodotus and Corinth, but otherwise has tried to stay true to the 
Greek spelling, such as Kleomenes and Artemision. Henceforth all dates in this thesis will be B.C., 
unless otherwise specified.   
 
 
ANCIENT RECEPTIONS OF HERODOTUS 
 
Since the fifth century, when Herodotus published his Histories, his work has been read, studied 
and critiqued. Criticism of Herodotus began almost immediately, in the second half of the fifth 
century, and Momigliano argues that no other writer was as severely criticised as Herodotus in 
Antiquity and modern times.4 Ancient and modern authors alike have openly expressed negative 
thoughts on his work, and some of the main charges brought against Herodotus are: deliberate 
falsehood or prevarication, errors of fact and judgement, inconsistency, and weaknesses in 
chronology, geography, and military and political history.5  
 
                                                
4 Momigliano 1958: 2.  
5 Waters 1985: 152.  
 3 
Momigliano argues that Thucydides was first responsible for a disreputable verdict on Herodotus.6 
Thucydides decided that the Herodotean method of doing research into the past was unsafe and 
turned his back on it, leaving Herodotus ‘at the head of the Western historical tradition but at the 
same time isolated from it.’7 Thucydides, by condemning Herodotus’ use of narrative and method, 
set up more severe standards of historical reliability, which risked restricting history to 
contemporary events alone.8 Hartog agrees that Thucydides was the instigator of the critique of 
Herodotus’ credibility, since he condemned his work as µῦθος.9 Even Aristotle, who quoted 
Herodotus regularly, once called him ὁ µυθολόγος, a ‘myth-teller’.10 However, to depreciate 
predecessors was common in ancient literature since at least Hecataeus of Miletus, and Herodotus 
did the same, as subsequent historians did with him.11 
 
Since Herodotus was denounced as a teller of λόγοι, or µῦθοι, some no longer believed in the truth 
of his work.12 Ctesias of Cnidus strengthened this tendency at the beginning of the fourth century, 
albeit in a different manner to Thucydides, when he wrote his Persika, and tried to establish that 
Herodotus was unreliable by ‘taking the opposite view from Herodotus on just about everything.’13 
Ctesias’ own reputation later came under fire, and Evans calls Ctesias an ‘inside dopester’ who 
attacked Herodotus and pretended that he knew what he was talking about.14 However, even when 
Ctesias’ falsehoods were exposed, this did not restore faith in Herodotus’ work. Instead, sometimes 
both were discredited as unreliable historians, seemingly because ‘both were entertaining.’15    
 
From the early Hellenistic period into the later Roman Empire entire books were devoted to 
attacking Herodotus: Manetho wrote Against Herodotus, accusing Herodotus of lying in his account 
of Egypt, Valerius Pollio wrote On the Thefts of Herodotus, Aelius Harpocration wrote On the Lies 
of Herodotus, and Libanius also wrote an Against Herodotus.16 However, these critical works do 
not survive, apart from Plutarch’s On the Malice of Herodotus, discussed below.17 Evans argues 
that Manetho’s attack had considerable influence, as he was an Egyptian high priest at Heliopolis 
during the reign of the first two Ptolemies, and an accepted authority on Egypt. A number of 
                                                
6 Momigliano 1958: 4. 
7 Evans 1968: 16. 
8 Momigliano 1958: 4. 
9 Hartog 1988: 297.  
10 Arist. Gen. An. 3.5.756b; de Ste. Croix 1977: 135. 
11 Baldwin 1964: 13; Myres 1971: 19. For example, Hdt. 4.36, where Herodotus ‘laughs’ at maps of the world drawn by 
his predecessors, in which Asia and Europe are the same size, and Oceanus encircles the world.  
12 Hartog 1988: 297. 
13 Hartog 1988: 297. 
14 Evans 1968: 13. 
15 Strab. 1.2.35; Evans 1968: 13. Strabo places Herodotus and Ctesias side by side as tellers of fables and marvellous 
stories that amuse readers.   
16 Evans 1968: 14. 
17 Evans 1968: 14; Hartog 1988: 298. 
 4 
authors who later condemned Herodotus appear to have read Manetho’s work. However, Evans also 
states that the only surviving fragment of Manetho’s work contained the information that ‘lions 
never sleep’, so perhaps Manetho’s ‘powers of observation’ were not that reliable either.18  
 
It was two centuries later when Cicero conferred on Herodotus his famous title, the ‘Father of 
History’.19 Although Cicero applauded Herodotus for his blend of oratory and historiography, he 
also accused Herodotus of fabricating the whole story of the Delphic oracle’s response to Croesus 
(if he were to fight Cyrus, a great empire would fall).20 As Evans notes, it did not seem to Cicero, or 
to anyone else in Antiquity, that a fabricator of history might not be worthy to be called also the 
father of history.21 It was not until the early Renaissance that Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch), pointed 
out this contradiction about Herodotus’ reputation, and Petrarch himself did not believe the 
accusation that Herodotus invented the oracle.22   
 
However, Herodotus also had supporters in the ancient world, one of whom was his countryman 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Concerning Herodotus, Dionysius wrote that, ‘if we take up his book, 
we are filled with admiration till the last syllable and always seek for more.’23 Yet Dionysius did 
not argue that Herodotus was a reliable historian. Instead he compared him with Thucydides and 
decided that Herodotus was superior as he chose a better subject to write about than Thucydides: the 
glories of the Greeks, instead of their misfortunes.24 In contrast to Dionysius, Plutarch’s On the 
Malice of Herodotus has a much different response to the content of Herodotus’ work. 
 
The survival of Plutarch’s work provides a greater understanding of the charges brought against 
Herodotus in Antiquity. Plutarch declares the purpose of his attack straightaway: to rescue the good 
name of the Boiotians and the Corinthians.25 Plutarch further demonstrated the focus of his anger 
against Herodotus, writing, ‘to act decent and honest and get away with it is the very pinnacle of 
malice.’26 Bowen argues that Herodotus’ reputation remained relatively unscathed from this attack, 
while Plutarch’s charge of malignity rebounded upon himself.27 Rawlinson argues that Plutarch’s 
                                                
18 Evans 1968: 14.  
19 Cic. Leg. 1.5; Myres 1971: 19. 
20 Cic. De or. 2.55 (Samotta 2012: 368); Cic. Div. 2.56.116 (Evans 1968: 11). See Hdt. 1.53 for his account of the 
oracle. 
21 Evans 1968: 11. 
22 Evans 1968: 11. 
23 Dion. Hal. Pomp. 3 (Momigliano 1958: 7). 
24 Momigliano 1958: 7.  
25 Plut. De Mal. H. 1. 
26 Plut. De Mal. H. 1. ‘ἀλλὰ καὶ κακοηθείας ἄκρας ἔργον εὐκολίαν µιµούµενον καὶ ἁπλότητα δυσφώρατον εἶναι.’ 
27 Bowen 1992: 2. 
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prejudice was so unfair that perhaps he did service to Herodotus instead of injury.28 However, 
evidence from Antiquity is lacking for the reception of Plutarch’s On the Malice of Herodotus. Yet 
despite Plutarch’s attacks in this treatise, there is no animosity against Herodotus as a writer, and 
Plutarch even shows his admiration for Herodotus’ writing style: ‘Herodotus is an artist, and his 
λόγος reads well; there is grace and force and freshness in the narrative.’29  
 
This appears to be a common view held by writers in Late Antiquity. Lucian of Samosata praised 
Herodotus for the beauty of his diction and careful arrangement of his words, but also denied that 
Herodotus was trustworthy, stating that he ‘κηλῶν τοὺς παρόντας’, bewitched his audience when he 
recited his Histories at Olympia.30 Evans argues that not only did Lucian fall under Herodotus’ 
influence, but also Arrian, Aelian, and Philostratus.31 Even centuries later, Herodotus was seen as a 
great writer, with Photius calling Herodotus the κανών, the ‘model of excellence’, of the Ionic 
dialect.32 However, none of these authors held Herodotus up as a model of reliability.33 Clearly, in 
the minds of the ancients, Herodotus was greatly admired for his literary prowess, but this did not 
automatically mean that he was thought of as a trustworthy source when it came to the actual 
content of his narrative.   
 
For a time, Herodotus’ work disappeared from Medieval culture, in part due to a decline in the 
knowledge of Greek language during Late Antiquity in the West, while Byzantine scholars 
continued to read him, even as their religion diverged decisively from ancient Greek practices.34 In 
the fourteenth century, the Byzantine historian Nicephorus Gregoras in his Byzantina Historia 
referred to Herodotus as ‘ὁ τὰ Περσικὰ συγγραψάµενος’, the writer of Persian things.35 The 
fifteenth century Laonikos Chalkokondyles was a great admirer of Herodotus and imitated his style 
of writing.36 Miller argues that Laonikos was ‘the medieval Herodotus’, as instead of writing about 
the Greek Empire, he chose to focus his attentions on the rise and progress of the ‘young and 
vigorous’ Turkish Empire. He did so in the manner of Herodotus, digressing from his main 
narrative with interesting notes about the manners and customs of countries beyond South-Eastern 
Europe.37  
                                                
28 Rawlinson 1862: 63. 
29 Plut. De Mal. H. 43. ‘γραφικὸς ἁνήρ, καὶ ἡδὺς ὁ λόγος, καὶ χάρις ἔπεστι καὶ δεινότης καὶ ὥρα τοῖς διηγήµασι’ (Bowen 
1992: 3).  
30 Luc. Her. 1. 
31 Evans 1968: 15; Momigliano 1958: 7.  
32 Phot. Bibl. 60. 
33 Evans 1968: 15.  
34 Habaj 2016: 84. 
35 Nicephorus Gregoras Byzantina Historia 2.4.Γ; Asheri 2007: 53. 
36 Asheri 2007: 53. 
37 Miller 1922: 38. 
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Around this time, the view of Herodotus and his work gradually began to change, albeit slowly. The 
rediscovery of Herodotus in the West during the Renaissance was one of delight, with Lorenzo 
Valla translating his entire work into Latin in 1452.38 Another manuscript by Mattia Palmieri Pisano 
in 1460, translated into Latin but never printed, illustrated that Herodotus was appreciated for his 
style, his method of working, his journeys, and his free and independent mind.39 However, the 
Italian humanists, when rediscovering Herodotus, also learnt of the imposing case built against him 
by his ancient critics. Giovanni Pontano wrote a preface for an edition of Valla’s translation of 
Herodotus, in which he defended Herodotus, but also admitted that when Herodotus wrote his work, 
‘the standards of truth were not so strict as in modern times.’40 Despite Herodotus’ ‘rediscovery’ in 
the West and translation into Latin during this century, his reputation and the reliability of his work 
were still in dispute.          
 
However, the situation changed in the sixteenth century, and defence of Herodotus, although timid 
at first, became bolder with time. In 1566, Henri Estienne wrote his famous Apologia pro Herodoto, 
a bold counterattack against those condemning Herodotus as a liar.41 The main argument of 
Estienne’s approach is summarised by Hartog as invoking contemporary autopsy ‘to guarantee and 
renew belief in the stories told by Herodotus.’42 From then on, the view of Herodotus began to 
improve, though he was still associated with the accusations of his past attackers. Editions of 
Herodotus’ work in the sixteenth, seventeenth and even eighteenth centuries included fragments of 
Ctesias, and often closed with Estienne’s Apologia.43 Hartog notes the irony, or the ‘malice’ of a 
publisher, that: 
  
 A single volume would thus bring together the author who defended Herodotus 
 against the charge of lying, the one who – a confirmed liar  himself – denounced him 
 as a liar, and Herodotus himself, the father of history and of lies. In the silence and 
 stagnation of many a library, the three of them must surely be regaling each other 
 with a host of  whispered liar’s tales.44  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
38 Momigliano 1958: 11. 
39 Momigliano 1958: 11. Pisano’s translation can be read in a manuscript at the University Library of Turin. 
40 G. Pontano, Opera, vol. 3 (Venice 1516), p298 (Hartog 1988: 307); Momigliano 1958: 11-2.  
41 Hartog 1988: 307. A recent edition is Henrici Stephani: Apologia pro Herodoto, ed.J. Kramer (Meisenheim am Glan, 
1980), alternatively, Estienne’s Apologia pro Herodoto can be accessed online in the Gallica (Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France).  
42 Hartog 1988: 307-8. 
43 Hartog 1988: 309. 
44 Hartog 1988: 309. 
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MODERN RECEPTIONS OF HERODOTUS  
 
The twentieth century continued to see criticism of Herodotus’ work, but also confidence in his 
character and reliability. Pearson continued the defence of Herodotus by arguing that every historian 
is limited by the nature of the evidence available, but that Herodotus showed that he recognised 
these obligations when he explained that it was his duty to ‘record what he is told but not always to 
believe in it.’45 This is a crucial statement, which shows Herodotus’ intent for his work, shedding 
light on his reliability and credulity. Herodotus, by his own words, argues that he feels obliged to 
record what he is told, but this does not necessarily mean he believes everything that he heard. 
Indeed, Herodotus occasionally does show his disbelief in a matter or event in his narrative, but 
regardless still records the account that he received.46 
 
However, that is not to say that there are no problems, inconsistencies or incorrect facts in the 
Histories. Misinterpretation and miscommunication could easily cause errors, and due to the nature 
of Herodotus’ sources and his limited resources (especially compared to modern standards), 
Herodotus certainly made mistakes, and sources misled him, consciously or unconsciously. 
Corroboration with other sources, such as Thucydides, Plutarch and Pausanias, is one way in which 
to confirm the literary accuracy of Herodotus’ accounts of events, yet for those events where there 
are no other sources, one must simply weigh and judge Herodotus’ account to the best of their 
ability.  
 
Glover argues for Herodotus’ ‘fairness’, and that ‘malign’ is not a word that describes him.47 Evans 
is of the opinion that although Herodotus was naïve, he was honest.48 De Ste. Croix agreed that 
Herodotus could sometimes record absurd stories and inaccurate information, but that he was also 
certainly ‘the first real historian, and incidentally the earliest anthropologist and ethnologist whose 
work survives.’49 The fact that Herodotus’ work has survived is testament to the quality and 
popularity of his work throughout Antiquity. De Ste. Croix argues that it was because of the highly 
organised nature of Herodotus’ work and the extraordinary literary quality that his work was 
preserved whole through Antiquity and the Middles Ages.50  
 
                                                
45 Hdt. 2.123, 7.152; Pearson 1941: 335. 
46 This is demonstrated in Chapter Two with Herodotus’ account of the different accounts he received about the 
Delphians, Athenians, and Persians at Artemision (Hdt. 7.178-93). 
47 Glover 1969: 227. 
48 Evans 1968: 15. 
49 de Ste. Croix 1977: 135. 
50 de Ste. Croix 1977: 137. 
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Yet Rawlinson, despite arguing that not enough credit has been given to Herodotus for his 
unwearied spirit of research and love of knowledge, also lists three defects of Herodotus established 
by modern criticism.51 These are: credulity, or ‘an undue love of the marvellous’, an over-striving 
after effect, which leads to exaggerations and contradictions, and finally, a want of critical 
judgement and method, shown in a number of oversights, inaccuracies and platitudes.52 Although 
there are many scholars who defend the charges against Herodotus of credulity and lack of critical 
judgement, these are the main problems that modern scholars associate with Herodotus and his 
work.   
 
Gardiner argues that it is largely due to Herodotus’ account of Egypt that charges of deceit have 
been brought against him; Herodotus’ account of the older Egyptian monarchy is ‘deplorable’ and 
his account of Egyptian religion ‘disappointing’, but ‘only rarely can he be convicted of definite 
error.’53 Baldwin points to Herodotus’ ‘lack of the scientific spirit of historiography when compared 
with Thucydides,’ but argues that these two writers should not be compared, as they are two very 
different works, as different ‘as the proverbial chalk and cheese.’54 Baldwin further argues that due 
to the accuracy with which Herodotus related what he heard and saw, and the criticism he often 
applied to his work, that this should prevent his work ever being discredited, unless absolutely 
necessary.55 In other words, Herodotus should be innocent unless proven guilty.        
 
In the 1980s, Gould’s Herodotus and Hartog’s The Mirror of Herodotus presented strong arguments 
in support of the credibility of Herodotus and his Histories. Gould argues that although narratives of 
events can be unclear, Herodotus recorded events in the way that he viewed them, and that this is 
how the generation of Herodotus viewed the past. Thus, in the narrative of Herodotus we are 
dealing with the perception of the past by fifth century Greeks (or at the very least some elite, male 
Ionian Greeks), and that perception itself is significant.56 Gould praises Herodotus’ powers of 
observation and acute perception, arguing that his open-mindedness and powers of analytical 
thought were indeed remarkable.57  
 
Hartog examined Scythians and the ‘Other’ in Herodotus’ narrative, and also discussed Herodotus’ 
position as a writer: rhapsode, sophist, or historian?58 Hartog also suggests that the continuing 
                                                
51 Rawlinson 1862: 59. 
52 Rawlinson 1862: 71.  
53 Gardiner 1964: 3-4. 
54 Baldwin 1964: 167, 176. 
55 Baldwin 1964: 173. 
56 Gould 1989: 42, 114. 
57 Gould 1989: 86. 
58 Hartog 1988: 378. 
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arguments and endless trials of Herodotus over the last twenty-five centuries have ensured his 
immortalisation, and argues that for centuries this trial’s main purpose was to convict Herodotus by 
revealing all his lies.59  Hartog continues that to assign the judgement of ‘liar’ on Herodotus is easy, 
as it is a reassuring stance to take up against him, one that can be taken up so as to dispel unease 
over the uncertainty surrounding the place Herodotus occupies.60 Hartog quotes Cicero to 
demonstrate that Herodotus is an exception to conventional labels, as he is both historian and poet, 
and his work can be read for the truth of history but also for pleasure.61  
 
Fehling responded in Herodotus and His ‘Sources’, by attacking Herodotus’ credibility and 
reputation, even raising the possibility that Herodotus never actually left Greece, which led to the 
cause of his many errors in his account of Egypt.62 Fehling argues that his own research indicates 
that Herodotus cited false sources for stories he invented himself.63 He further argued that some 
scholars shift the blame for errors in Herodotus’ work to other unverifiable sources, preferring to 
explain away Herodotus’ false source citations by instead making liars out of all his informants.64 
Pritchett wrote a work primarily to refute Fehling, The Liar School of Herodotus, in which Pritchett 
refutes Fehling’s argument that Herodotus invented his sources, and includes Hartog and his work 
on Scythia in his ‘liar school’, despite Hartog concluding that Herodotus is not a liar.65 However, 
Kwintner in her review argues that Pritchett does not present an alternate theory of source 
transmission, which would have dealt the ‘final death blow’ to Fehling’s work.66  
 
Scholarship in the twenty-first century has continued to argue in Herodotus’ defence, and Fehling’s 
arguments have continued to be rebutted by scholars such as Dewald and Cartledge. Dewald argues 
that Herodotus created a trustworthy ‘authorial persona’ in his work, for instance where he states 
that he cannot ascertain something, the reader can ‘trust that what has been narrated was arrived at 
by serious, sober research and not divine inspiration or novelistic flights of fancy.’67 Cartledge 
describes Herodotus as ‘a sort of modern (that is, 5th-century B.C.E.) Odysseus’, due to his 
pioneering investigative odyssey of research and travel among Greek and non-Greek peoples alike, 
                                                
59 Hartog 1988: xv-xvi. 
60 Hartog 1988: 378. 
61 Cic. Leg. 1.5; Hartog 1988: 379.  
62 Fehling 1990: 242-3 
63 Fehling 1990: 176. 
64 Fehling 1990: 5, 8. 
65 Pritchett 1993. 
66 Kwintner 1994. 
67 Dewald 2002: 280. 
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and concludes that for fifth century standards of research, Herodotus had done extraordinarily well 
overall.68  
 
Many criticisms and praises alike have been made about Herodotus’ character and reliability since 
he completed his narrative in the fifth century. Herodotus’ reputation has improved in the twenty-
first century, and has recovered greatly from attacks he suffered throughout Antiquity. Glover argues 
that, ‘tastes change and styles change’, but still, ‘Herodotus is read, as Homer is read and 
Shakespeare; they all keep something that fascinates every age.’69 Although, as Momgliano notes: ‘it 
is a strange truth that Herodotus has really become the father of history only in modern times.’70  
 
Herodotus’ literary prowess and the innovative arrangement of his narrative are clearly of high 
calibre. However, the truth of his narrative has been often attacked, and this was the cause for the 
damage done to his reputation in Antiquity. Although the general consensus among ancient authors 
was that Herodotus was sometimes a liar, and thus his account could not be trusted, this view has 
changed in modern scholarship. Herodotus is no longer seen as a liar, and the mistakes made in his 
narrative seem to be either due to the quality of his sources, or Herodotus’ own naivety. Most 
modern scholars argue that Herodotus was indeed honest, and did not mean to mislead or deceive 
his audience. Herodotus’ Histories contains a wealth of knowledge, especially in regards to 
religious practices of the late Archaic and Classical periods, and thus his work is now widely valued 
as a significant and nearly contemporary source for late Archaic and Classical Greek, and even Near 
Eastern, religion. 
 
 
RELIGION AND HERODOTUS 
 
Two recent works by Harrison and Mikalson focus on the topic of Herodotus and religion. These 
two authors consider how Herodotus conceptualised religion, and portrayed religion in his 
Histories, and also answer critics who undervalued the role of religion in Herodotus’ work. 
Harrison’s Divinity and History: The Religion of Herodotus was published shortly before 
Mikalson’s Herodotus and Religion in the Persian Wars, and influenced his work.71 Mikalson states 
in his first note that he had to abandon large questions such as, ‘the relationship of religion to the 
                                                
68 Cartledge 2009: 371, 376. 
69 Glover 1969: 3. 
70 Momigliano 1958: 13. 
71 Harrison (2000); Mikalson (2003). 
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study of ancient history, the nature of the “miraculous” and the “divine”, and whether Herodotus 
“believed” in what he described.’72  
 
Despite this, Mikalson’s work focuses on an important topic: the events of the Persian Wars from a 
religious point of view, an element too often neglected in prior discussions of Herodotus’ work. 
Mikalson also examines Herodotus’ own religious beliefs, and the influence of the gods in 
Herodotus’ narrative. Gray argues that in defending the importance of religion in history and in 
history writing, Mikalson could have profited from more engagement with the scholarship on 
Herodotus’ general belief system and his methods.73 However, Mikalson’s work does gather 
together and examine many previously understudied passages concerning Herodotus on religion, 
and religious practices of the Greeks and non-Greeks, drawing important conclusions about the 
religious beliefs of both.   
 
Harrison’s aforementioned work also set out to answer those critics who either undervalued the 
religious component in Herodotus’ work, or argued that Herodotus was too credulous in regards to 
what he records in his Histories. Harrison further argues that one cannot expect consistency from 
Herodotus, which Mikalson argues contradicts previous work done by authors such as Lachenaud, 
who stressed the consistency of Herodotus’ religious views and attitudes.74 Munson, in her review, 
argued that Harrison did not provide an in-depth enough analysis, and that his conclusions that 
Herodotus was neither a sceptic nor a credulous author, and that Herodotus’ religious views are 
complex, are too general, and ones that many scholars already agree with.75 Yet Harrison’s work 
discusses many important topics that this thesis examines, especially the use of the divine in 
Herodotus’ narrative, particularly divine retribution and interference in human affairs. 
 
These two authors initiated modern analysis of religion in Herodotus, and collected much important 
information for this thesis on both Greek and non-Greek religious customs and practices. Maritime 
religion and sacrifice in Herodotus is the focus of this thesis, but Herodotus’ own views on religion 
are also of great importance, as his religious beliefs influenced the way in which he recorded 
religious practices. Every book contains an abundance of evidence for ancient religion, whether it 
be sacrifice, divine matters, portents, oracles, prophetic dreams, divine interference, or ritual 
practices. Herodotus is a crucial source for providing contemporary information about religion, and 
better understanding of Greek religion in the early and middle Classical periods (as well as evidence 
                                                
72 Mikalson 2003: 197. 
73 Gray 2004: 146. 
74 Mikalson 2003: 197n. 1. 
75 Munson: 2001.  
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for the Archaic period), and the way in which people’s lives and the course of history were shaped 
by religion.   
 
Recent scholarship on Greek religion in Antiquity and in Herodotus includes publications by 
Malkin (2001), Kowalzig, (2007), Baragwanath (2008), and Parker (2011). These works, along with 
Burkert’s still relevant publications (1983 and 1985), add important arguments and ideas to the 
debates about Greek religion, especially religion in Herodotus. Eidinow and Kindt’s edited volume 
The Oxford Handbook of Ancient Greek Religion (2015) has made an influential contribution to 
these areas of discussion, and many chapters from this edition have been used in the course of this 
thesis. The arguments these publications have provided are important, as Greek religion is a 
complex topic: hundreds of deities who were worshipped in hundreds of ancient Greek city-states 
over centuries.76 Religion was central to the culture of the Greek world, and no sphere of life was 
separable from the religious: the family, politics, warfare, sport, or intellectual pursuits.77 Greek 
religion was a system of signs that, among other things, was a way of representing and interpreting 
the external world, as well as one’s own internal experience, a ‘language for dealing with the 
world’, a series of responses and an explanation for everything that was uncanny and a threat to 
humankind’s perception of order.78   
 
Greek religion has long been defined by myths transmitted in literary form, and by the rituals or 
beliefs drawn from them.79 Burkert argues that the concept of the sacred, τά ἱερά, is of central 
importance in the study of religion, as with other Greek terms such as εὐσέβεια, a form of piety, or 
reverence for the gods.80 For the Greeks, the sanctuary of a god, the sacrifice, votive gifts at a 
sanctuary, festivals, and ritual all fell under the term τά ἱερά.81 However, the attempt to reconstruct, 
or make sense of, a religious system so different from our own, and even from our own 
understanding of the term ‘religion’, has proved very demanding.82 Nongbri’s recent publication 
Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept challenges religion as an ancient concept, arguing 
that no ancient language had a word for ‘religion’, demonstrating that in some ways this term is a 
modern construction.83 However, I argue that religion remains a good term for τά ἱερά, and continue 
to use the word religion as an umbrella term for the sacred and ancient Greek practices related to it. 
                                                
76 Mikalson 2004: xi. 
77 Ogden 2007: 1. 
78 Gould 1985: 4-5. 
79 Burkert 1985: 2. 
80 Burkert 1985: 269. See pp269-71 for a detailed discussion of the different terms for ‘the sacred’ and the difficulties of 
translation, and pp272-5 for εὐσέβεια.  
81 Burkert 1985: 269. 
82 Sourvinou-Inwood 2000: 13. 
83 Nongbri 2013: 2, 12. See Nongbri (2013) for his arguments on this topic.  
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Belief is also a difficult concept to define, as our modern definition of religion cannot be transferred 
onto Greek religion, which, as Burkert argues, ‘is not founded on the word but on ritual tradition.’84 
This thesis uses the term belief when discussing the religion of both fifth century Greeks and 
Herodotus, but acknowledges that the concept of religious belief to the Ancient Greeks was 
different to our modern definitions and closely tied to ideas about the sacred.   
 
Ancient authors such as Herodotus are thus crucial for their discussion of their own religion, ritual 
tradition, and practices, providing more contemporary information and context on this intricate 
subject. Mikalson argues that Herodotus’ work ‘may reasonably be claimed to be the best and 
richest single source for Greek religion as it was practiced in the Classical period’, and thus his 
narrative deserves serious consideration as a piece of work that broadly reflects many Greeks’ 
beliefs about their own religious history and values.85 Willey also argues that it is a mistake to 
discount prose texts such as Herodotus from what they can tell us about Greek religious experience, 
as they actively engage with the ‘religious experience of their audiences.’86 Yet in engaging with 
religion in prose texts, Harrison argues that it is important to avoid reducing these works to a series 
of ‘isolated mentions of certain ritual practices,’ but instead to consider their value in the wider 
context of religion.87  
 
Although Herodotus discussed the religious background of many major and minor events, these 
explanations are regularly ignored or dismissed by ancient and modern historians. However, much 
of what Herodotus claimed in regards to religion, and especially Greek religion, can be confirmed 
in contemporary and later sources, which gives Herodotus a certain credibility when it comes to 
those matters for which there are no other sources. This does not mean that everything Herodotus 
said about religion can be accepted without discrimination and careful consideration. Yet Herodotus 
is an important source for religion, also because he believed that even minor religious events were 
important enough to be included and discussed in his account.88 Furthermore, Herodotus offers a 
more complex insight into his own religious beliefs than any other ancient Greek writer.89 In his 
work, he appears as a deeply pious and religious man, as do others of his background; at many 
occasions in his Histories he makes his own religious beliefs known.90 Despite this, there is still 
                                                
84 Burkert 1985: 275. 
85 Mikalson 2003: 6, 195. 
86 Willey 2015: 68-9. 
87 Harrison 2007: 375-6.  
88 Mikalson 2003: 7.  
89 Harrison 2009: 114. 
90 de Ste. Croix 1977: 142; Harrison 2000: 12. 
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much about Herodotus’ own beliefs that will never be known, but what he revealed in his Histories 
can be examined to provide an idea about his own religious beliefs.91    
 
Herodotus offers some of the earliest and best information on what Greeks, or at least elite, male 
Ionian Greeks, believed about the origins of their own religion.92 His account of Pelasgian sacrifice, 
their adoption of the names of the Egyptian gods for use in their rituals, how the gods later were 
passed onto the Greeks, and the names and appearances of these gods is one such example.93 
Mikalson argues that the passage that follows his discussion of the Pelasgian gods is Herodotus’ 
most important contribution to the study of Greek religion, his view that Hesiod and Homer gave 
the Greeks much of their religion.94   
 
 Ἔνθεν δὲ ἐγένοντο ἕκαστος τῶν θεῶν, εἴτε αἰεὶ ἦσαν πάντες, ὁκοῖοί τε τινὲς τὰ εἴδεα, 
 οὐκ ἠπιστέατο µέχρι οὗ πρώην τε καὶ χθὲς ὡς εἰπεῖν λόγῳ. Ἡσίοδον γὰρ καὶ Ὅµηρον 
 ἡλικίην τετρακοσίοισι ἔτεσι δοκέω µευ πρεσβυτέρους γενέσθαι καὶ οὐ πλέοσι· οὗτοι δὲ 
 εἰσὶ οἱ ποιήσαντες θεογονίην Ἕλλησι καὶ τοῖσι θεοῖσι τὰς ἐπωνυµίας δόντες καὶ τιµάς 
 τε καὶ τέχνας διελόντες καὶ εἴδεα αὐτῶν σηµήναντες. 
 
 But whence each of the gods came into being, or whether they had all for ever 
 existed, and what outward forms they had, the Greeks knew not till a very little while 
 ago; for I suppose that the time of Hesiod and Homer was not more than four hundred 
 years before my own; and these are they who taught the Greeks of the descent of the 
 gods, and gave to all their several names, and honours, and arts, and declared their 
 outward forms.95 
 
Mikalson argues that this passage reveals that Herodotus was willing to use his own knowledge 
about religious matters to make personal judgements.96 Herodotus clearly believed that the poetry of 
Hesiod and Homer were sources for much of the ancient Greek system of divinity.97 Gould argues 
that Herodotus knew of no other earlier source that explained the religious perceptions and imagery 
of the Greeks, and that the ideology of Greek religion was due to the commentary about significance 
of ritual, provided by the tradition of epic narrative poetry.98  
 
Three beliefs were common among Herodotus’ contemporaries (as articulated by Plato), according 
to Mikalson: ‘the gods exist, the gods pay attention to the affairs of men, and there is reciprocity 
                                                
91 Mikalson 2003: 136. 
92 Mikalson 2003: 167. 
93 Hdt. 2.52. 
94 Mikalson 2003:147. 
95 Hdt. 2.53. 
96 Mikalson 2003: 147. 
97 Gould 1985: 25; Hartog 1999: 192. Herodotus also believed that Egyptian religion had existed many centuries before 
Hesiod and Homer ‘gave’ the Greeks their theogony (Glover 1969: 274).  
98 Gould 1994: 104-5. 
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between men and gods.’99 It is clear from his work that Herodotus shared these beliefs. Herodotus 
credits certain gods with certain activities or powers, but despite writing about what the gods ‘do’, 
he does not digress on what they ‘are’.100 In short, Herodotus thought that the Greek gods existed 
everywhere, but that each society created particular conceptions and rituals of worship for them.101  
 
The concept of the divine and divine retribution occurs multiple times in Herodotus’ work, and is 
discussed in this thesis. Harrison argues that idea of divine retribution is a moral of the Histories as 
a whole.102 Herodotus himself believed in the possibility of divine retribution, and that unjust 
actions would, without fail, meet with a just, proportional response, as certain actions clearly have 
certain consequences.103 Herodotus wrote of Hipparchos, the tyrant of Athens, who had a dream on 
the eve of his death in 513, where a tall and comely man stood over him and said: ‘No man who 
acts unjustly shall avoid vengeance.’104 Regardless of whether this is a threat or simply a statement 
of fact, the message that men cannot avert their fate is a repeated mantra in Herodotus’ work.105  
 
 
Herodotus on Non-Greek Religions 
 
Herodotus’ discussion of religion extends to other cultures and peoples in his Histories, as his 
interests in religious topics reaches far beyond Greek religion.106 Without certain knowledge of any 
other books written by Greeks about the religious beliefs of ‘barbarians’, Herodotus’ Histories was 
apparently the first, and thus Herodotus was a pioneer in this field, at least in prose rather than 
poetry.107 Despite this, Gould argues that Herodotus lacks interpretation of religion, and especially 
so the religion of other cultures.108 This argument is continued by Mikalson, who notes that 
although Herodotus wrote about dozens of religious practices of non-Greeks, only rarely did he put 
them in context of that society’s system of religious belief. This is seen in Herodotus’ account of 
the Egyptian gods in Book Two, where he wrote much about their names, sanctuaries, and festivals, 
but nearly nothing about what the Egyptians believed their gods did, nor of their mythology.109  
 
                                                
99 Pl. Leg. 887c for the existence of the gods, Leg. 885b and 888c for the gods pay attention to the affairs of men, Leg. 
907a for reciprocity between men and gods, and Leg. 907b for a summary of these three beliefs (Mikalson 2003: 136). 
100 Mikalson 2003: 137. 
101 Mikalson 2003: 139, citing Hdt. 2.52-3, as cited before where the pre-Greek Pelasgians established their sacrificial 
rituals and adopted the Egyptian names of the gods. 
102 Harrison 2000: 121. 
103 Harrison 2000: 102; Harrison 2009: 107, 112. 
104 Hdt. 5.56. ‘οὐδεὶς ἀνθρώπων ἀδικῶν τίσιν οὐκ ἀποτίσει.’ 
105 Harrison 2009: 112. 
106 Mikalson 2002: 197. 
107 Glover 1969: 287. 
108 Gould 1994: 98. 
109 Mikalson 2002: 197. 
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However, Herodotus’ accounts of non-Greek religions provide valuable insights into the nature of 
the Greeks and their religious assumptions, as well as contemporary evidence for other religions.110 
By focusing on differences in ritual practice rather than differences of belief in regards to other 
cultures, Herodotus demonstrates that ritual practice in Greek religion is of utmost importance.111 It 
is also not surprising that Herodotus might easily have made mistakes while trying to clarify the 
features of a different religion. Non-Greek religions would have been presented to him in a foreign 
cult, which would have been confusing due to foreign practices, and would have been explained to 
him by a translator.112  
 
Regarding Persian religion, Herodotus discussed Persian practices, but not the beliefs behind them. 
According to Herodotus, in contrast to Greek religion, the Persians established no temples, statues, 
or altars, and when performing a sacrifice there was no libation, fire, flute music, or garlands, but 
one of the Magi always had to be present.113 However, Herodotus attributed to the Persians a 
number of religious practices, which, if not explicitly Greek, were performed in a very Greek 
manner.114 One such example is Xerxes’ sacrifice at the Hellespont, a passage examined in Chapter 
One.115 Furthermore, throughout Herodotus’ narrative, the gods are often seen supporting the 
Greeks and punishing the Persians. Herodotus does not give an explicit answer to why this is so, 
although it appears that the gods wished to protect their own sanctuaries, and to punish the Persians 
for violating them, an idea discussed more in Chapter Three.116  
 
 
Maritime Religion and Sacrifice in Herodotus 
 
Recent scholarship on maritime religion include works by scholars such as Nesselrath (2005) and 
Roller (2006) who discuss Greek exploration of the seas, and Malkin (2011), who examines 
networks of the ancient Mediterranean. Publications which relate to the content of this thesis 
include Patton (2007) on the sea and purification, and Beaulieu’s insightful work The Sea in the 
Greek Imagination (2015), which examines ancient literary perceptions of the sea. Philip de Souza 
also contributed to the study of maritime religion with his publication Seafaring and Civilisation: 
Maritime Perspectives on World History (2001), which assess the impact of seafaring on the 
development of human civilisation. Brody and Lorenzo both have recent publications that also 
                                                
110 Harrison 2000: 208. 
111 Harrison 2000: 220. 
112 Glover 1969: 289. 
113 Hdt. 1.131-2. For Herodotus on Persian customs, see 1.131-40.  
114 Mikalson 2003: 156-7. 
115 Hdt. 7.54. 
116 Mikalson 2002: 189. 
 17 
focus specifically on maritime religion. Brody’s The Specialized Religions of Ancient 
Mediterranean Seafarers (2008) analyses some religious practices that sailors employed to deal 
with the dangers of seafaring, while Lorenzo’s Triremes on Land: First-fruits for the Battle of 
Salamis (2015) examines in detail the dedications of triremes captured in the Battle of Salamis. 
 
Sacrifice is a prominent aspect of religion in the Histories, and maritime sacrifice is the main 
religious feature that is the focus of this thesis. Sacrifice was prevalent in Greek society, and 
according to the main argument of Burkert’s Homo Necans, the key feature of their religion.117 
However, despite the numerous depictions of sacrifice that Herodotus included in his work, he did 
not explicitly provide his own thoughts on this common religious act.118 Yet Mikalson argues that 
Herodotus did give a few clues as to his thoughts on this topic, namely that Herodotus considers 
sacrifice to be ‘a sign of a well and justly governed society.’119 This is demonstrated in Herodotus’ 
discussion of Egypt, where Mykerinos, son of Cheops, reversed his father’s policy and allowed the 
people to go about their business and sacrifices.120  
 
Mikalson argues that Herodotus employed a cultic, rather than poetic, view of sacrifice, as in the 
Histories sacrifice was performed to achieve a given purpose, and once achieved, memorials were 
erected and dedications performed to express gratitude to the appropriate deity. The specific actions 
a deity performed could not always be determined, but would be acknowledged and thanked by 
offerings and gifts, given after the initial prayer and sacrifice.  
 
For the ancient Greeks no aspect of life was devoid of religious significance, and sailing on the sea 
was certainly no exception.121 The sea was an important part of ancient Greek life, and Herodotus 
confirms this by showing the familiar intimacy that the Greeks had with the sea throughout his 
narrative.122 Herodotus discusses the concept of ‘νόµος’, and appears to regard rule of the sea as 
part of the Greek ‘νόµος’, whereas the ‘νόµος’ of the Persians confined them to rule of the land.123 
Hirsch argues that to the Greek mindset, the Persians taking to the sea at the start of the fifth century 
                                                
117 Burkert 1983. 
118 Mikalson 2003: 141. 
119 Mikalson 2003: 141. 
120 Hdt. 2.129. 
121 Beaulieu 2015: 8-9. 
122 Glover 1969: 199. 
123 In a significant statement, Herodotus says that he believes Pindar spoke rightly when he said that νόµος is ‘king of 
all’ (Hdt. 3.38). This was in the context of an ethnographic experiment conducted by Darius, for which historical 
evidence is lacking (Haubold 2013: 120). Regardless, the important moral that Herodotus conveys by this passage is 
that the Greek system of belief and custom was not the best, but instead it was simply ‘different’ in a world full of many 
other religious systems (Mikalson 2003: 174).  
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disrupted the natural order of the world.124 In Herodotus’ work it is clear that the Greeks recognized 
the significant role that sea power held in their relations with the Persian Empire, and saw the sea as 
more favourable to them.125 
 
A significant passage from Herodotus demonstrating the importance of maritime religion features in 
Book Four. Herodotus recounts the tale of the ship captain Kolaios and his Samian crew, who were 
sailing to Egypt, but an east wind prevented them from arriving and continued to blow until they 
were driven westward through the Pillars of Herakles.126 Herodotus wrote that they managed to 
arrive at Tartessos, ‘θείῃ ποµπῇ χρεώµενοι’, ‘sent with divine guidance’. These three words reveal 
much about Herodotus’ views of sailing on the sea. Although there is nothing supernatural about 
the voyage itself, Herodotus conveys by this passage that winds, the voyage, and arriving safely are 
all directed by τὸ θειὸν, the divine.127 Pindar and Euripides in poetry express the idea that sailing 
past the Pillars of Herakles is a forbidden act, encroachment upon divine territory.128 Euripides calls 
the ocean ‘the holy boundary of the sky’, as the horizon appears to mark the divide between the 
tangible world and the intangible sky, and in Pindar’s hymns neither the wise nor the unskilled can 
set foot beyond the Pillars of Herakles, and one would be a fool to attempt it.129 Yet Herodotus does 
not say anything of the same nature about the Pillars of Herakles as Pindar and Euripides, and 
appears either unaware of this as an act of hubris, or does not believe this to be the case.  
 
Kolaios and his story are known solely from Herodotus, as he is our only source for this event. 
Although there is a strong probability that Samian sources gave him this information, Herodotus 
does not actually name his sources, nor does he state from where he might have heard Kolaios’ 
story.130 Roller argues that it is difficult to imagine a constant east wind for the days or even weeks 
necessary to drive the ship from Platea, east of Kyrene, all the way through the Pillars of Herakles, 
and that Kolaios’ voyage resembles that of Odysseus’ in Book Nine of the Odyssey, when Odysseus 
is assailed by a storm for nine straight days.131 With this passage, perhaps Herodotus was 
attempting to emulate a Homeric epic style story by telling an Archaic story in an epic fashion. 
 
Furthermore, Herodotus demonstrates an appropriate dedication to set up after such an event as this. 
Since the Samian merchants made such a great profit from this new trade route they discovered, and 
                                                
124 Hirsch 1986: 229. 
125 Hirsch 1986: 226.  
126 Hdt. 4.152. 
127 Beaulieu 2015: 3, 45.  
128 Pind. Ol. 3.43-5; Nem. 3.20-3; Eur. Hipp. 742-50; Beaulieu 2015: 3.   
129 Eur. Hipp. 745-7; Pind. Ol. 3.44-5.  
130 Roller 2006: 3.  
131 Hom. Od. 9.79-84.  
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had returned home safely, they spent a tenth of their profits (six talents), on the manufacture of a 
bronze vessel which they placed in the Temple of Hera as an offering. Papalexandrou argues that 
this episode demonstrates the power of Hera in causing the wind to blow the ship westward, the 
immense wealth that could be acquired from the western margins of the world, and Samos’ naval 
supremacy.132 This passage is significant for the insight it provides into Herodotus’ own views 
about sailing over the sea: the divine could influence voyages upon the sea, and it was due to divine 
guidance that Kolaios and his crew arrived safely at harbour.  
 
 
Herodotus’ Sources for Maritime Religion 
 
Herodotus had access to a wide range of sources for maritime religion. He did his research by 
travelling and viewing monuments (including temples and statues), and epigraphic evidence, but 
beyond this he had to rely on ἀκοή, report or hearsay.133 Mikalson argues that Herodotus’ major 
limitation as a historian of his own religion and that of others is not his methodology or his mindset, 
but instead the nature, quality, and quantity of his sources.134 Some of these sources were Greek, but 
many were foreign, and for these Herodotus was dependent on priests, interpreters, and tourist 
guides, who were all biased.135 Gould addresses this problem by questioning just how much was 
lost in the process of translation from one language and culture to another. He argues that this 
problem has become more prominent after recent modern anthropological fieldwork, in which it has 
become clearer just how much misunderstanding can occur when ‘the preconceptions of one culture 
come face to face with those of another.’136  
 
Oral tradition certainly played a large part in Herodotus’ research. Glover argues that seafaring men 
and sailors must have been in ‘every Greek haven’, and perhaps would have been less pressed for 
time than those in greater ports such as the Piraeus. They would have been able to relate to 
Herodotus many stories of sailors, explorers, and journeys that they had heard of or seen for 
themselves, stories of strange lands, people, and animals.137 The Greeks of the fifth century 
depended heavily on oral reports, and Evans argues that they readily believed what they were 
told.138 Throughout the Histories, Herodotus claimed to have spoken with informants from more 
than forty Greek cities and areas, from Cyprus to Syracuse, and more than thirty from other nations, 
                                                
132 Papalexandrou 2017: 45, 50. See Papalexandrou’s article for more on this episode.  
133 de Ste. Croix 1977: 137; Mikalson 2003: 194. 
134 Mikalson 2003: 194. 
135 Mikalson 2003: 194. 
136 Gould 1989: 25. 
137 Glover 1969: 16-7; 38. 
138 Evans 1982: 29. 
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from Arabia to Colchis and Scythia, and from Persia to Carthage.139 However, only rarely does he 
actually name his informant for his information.140  
 
The sources that Herodotus had access to presented challenges to him, and continue to challenge us. 
Further issues of memory and translation were bound to arise. Waters sums up Herodotus’ situation 
well: 
 
 A vast amount of inaccuracy, often impossible to check, infected the oral 
 information; tendentiousness and mere lapses of memory caused great historical 
 unreliability, and when criticizing Herodotus for failure always to detect these faults, 
 it must be remembered that it is far easier for us at this distance to see the wood; not 
 only the trees, but some pretty dense undergrowth impeded the historian’s view and 
 made it difficult for him to disentangle himself from the perversions and 
 prejudices.141     
 
 
Religion in Herodotus is undeniably present in the whole of his Histories, and maritime religion as a 
subset of this. Sea deities and sacrifices, prayers and libations at sea, and maritime votives dedicated 
in sanctuaries all play a prominent role in Herodotus’ narrative, for Greeks and non-Greeks alike. 
Through its focused analysis of λόγοι in Herodotus’ Histories of maritime sacrifice, this thesis 
intends to further the knowledge about belief and ritual in Greek maritime religion during the sixth 
and fifth centuries, and about how Herodotus himself interpreted and recorded these religious 
practices.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
                                                
139 Myres 1971: 9. 
140 Myres 1971: 10. Some examples of these are an Egyptian clerk at 2.28, Archias at 3.55, Tymnes at 4.76, and 
Thersandros at 9.16.  
141 Waters 1985: 92. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Οὐ Σφάγια, Οὐ Πλέον: Sacrifice and the Sea 
 
 
  Κύµατα καὶ τρηχύς µε κλύδων ἐπὶ χέρσον ἔσυρεν  
  δελφῖνα, ξείνοις κοινὸν ὅραµα τύχης.  
  ἀλλ᾿ ἐπὶ µὲν γαίης ἐλέῳ τόπος· οἱ γὰρ ἰδόντες  
  εὐθύ µε πρὸς τύµβους ἔστεφον εὐσεβέες·  
  νῦν δὲ τεκοῦσα θάλασσα διώλεσε. τίς παρὰ πόντῳ  
  πίστις, ὃς οὐδ᾿ ἰδίης φείσατο συντροφίης; 
 
  The waves and rough surges drove me, the dolphin, on the land,  
  a spectacle of misfortune for all strangers to look on.  
  Yet on earth pity finds a place, for the men who saw me  
  straightway in reverence decked me for my grave.  
  But now the sea who bore me has destroyed me. What faith is there  
  in the sea, that spared not even her own nursling? 
 
      - Antipater of Thessalonika142  
 
In this epigram, the sea becomes an example of lack of faith and pity, a place so cruel it destroys 
even its own young, in contrast to the piety of people on the land. Since the sea was such a 
dangerous place, it was important to the ancient Greeks that they propitiated the sea properly before 
undertaking a journey across it, whether for trade, travel, or war. The focus of this chapter is on 
contemporary examples of sacrifice from Herodotus’ Histories which relate to the sea and safety on 
it. This chapter contrasts ancient practices of sacrifice before sailing with three significant figures 
from Herodotus’ narrative: Kleomenes, Xerxes, and Leon. The Spartan King Kleomenes offers a 
sacrifice to the sea in a naval, military context. King Xerxes famously rages impiously against the 
sea, but later is depicted casting offerings into it and praying to the sun. Leon is the exception in this 
chapter, as he is not depicted sacrificing to the sea, but instead is sacrificed himself on his ship by 
βάρβαροι, probably sailors who the Greeks would consider Phoenicians. Other examples of human 
sacrifice are also examined in connection with this. All three of these episodes are connected with 
acts of sacrifice to the sea, and this chapter discusses how Herodotus portrays these sacrifices in his 
narrative, and what it adds to our understanding of Classical Greek maritime sacrifice.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
142 Anth. Pal. 7.216 (Paton 1916: 123). 
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SACRIFICE BEFORE SAILING 
 
To perform a sacrifice before sailing or undertaking a voyage was common practice for the ancient 
Greeks. Since seafaring was full of great risk, ancient sailors were inclined to include spiritual as 
well as practical protection in order to achieve safe passage to their destination. As Burkert argues, 
with the exception of war, on no other occasion ‘did so many men lose their lives at once as at the 
sinking of a ship.’143 The surviving sources for examples of these practices often depict them as 
performed in mythological or naval military contexts, but these practices were also used every day 
by merchants and travellers.144  
 
An example of this is a dedicatory epigram from the Greek Anthology, titled ‘Prayer for a Fair Wind 
to Actium’, it comes from the Stephanus of Philippus, most likely gathered during in the reign of 
Emperor Caligula.    
 
 Λευκάδος αἰπὺν ἔχων ναύταις τηλέσκοπον ὄχθον, 
 Φοῖβε, τὸν Ἰονίῳ λουόµενον πελάγει, 
 δέξαι πλωτήρων µάζης χεριφυρέα δαῖτα, 
 καὶ σπονδὴν ὀλίγῃ κιρναµένην κύλικι,  
 καὶ βραχυφεγγίτου λύχνου σέλας ἐκ βιοφειδοῦς 
 ὄλπης ἡµιµεθεῖ πινόµενον στόµατι· 
 ἀνθ᾿ ὧν ἱλήκοις, ἐπὶ δ᾿ ἱστία πέµψον ἀήτην 
 οὔριον Ἀκτιακοὺς σύνδροµον εἰς λιµένας. 
 
 Phoebos, who dwells on the sheer height of Leukas visible  
 from afar to sailors, washed by the Ionian sea,  
 accept from your voyagers a hand-kneaded feast of barley cake,  
 and a libation mixed in a small cup, 
 and the poor light of this lamp’s flame, 
 that drinks with half-tipsy mouth from a miserly oil-flask.  
 Be gracious in return, and send upon the sails  
 a favourable breeze running with us to the harbours of Actium.145 
 
This epigram is addressed to Apollo, specifically Apollo Leukatas, denizen of a temple of Apollo on 
the cliffs of the southern end of the island of Leukas (or modern Lefkada), which overlooks the Ionian 
Sea. An offering from the sailors to Apollo includes onboard materials: hand-kneaded barley cake, a 
libation from a small cup, and the ‘poor light’ from meagre oil from a small lamp. They offer these 
things in return for the god’s favour: a favourable breeze to carry them northwards to the shore of 
Actium, and Nikopolis. There is great emphasis placed on the ‘poverty’ of the offerings. The 
                                                
143 Burkert 1985: 266. 
144 For example: Ap. Rhod. Argon. 402-38; Thuc. 6.32.   
145 Anth. Pal. 6.251 (Paton 1916: 432-5). 
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implication is that seafarers, whatever the weather they find themselves in, must make an offering 
with whatever they have at hand, and such things are likely to be poor, but still pious.146  
 
Sailors would thus make offerings and libations, that is sacrifices, to gods, deities, and elements, 
before embarking on a voyage, sometimes during sailing, and once again after they had arrived at 
their destination.147 Herodotus joins other sources for Classical Greek religion in attesting these 
basic habits of piety. The process of libations before sailing included wine mixed in kraters and 
emptied into the sea from the stern of the ship, an act accompanied by prayers.148 This real-life 
ritual is also evoked in poetry of the earliest Greek literature, such as Homer, and by authors more 
contemporary with Herodotus, such as Pindar.  
 
Homer gives the first literary testimonia of libations beside a ship. In the Odyssey, after his ship is 
prepared, Telemachos’ men embark on the ship and Telemachos himself prays and offers sacrifice 
to Athena by pouring libations beside the stern of his ship.149 This is not the only time he does so, as 
in Book Two, once the ship’s tackle is prepared, Telemachos and his men set forth kraters full of 
wine and pour libations to the immortal gods, and especially ‘to the gleaming-eyed daughter of 
Zeus’, Athena.150 However, this particular occurrence is an anomaly, as here the libation is made on 
the ship, instead of on the beach before the voyage began.151  
 
Pindar’s Pythian Odes depict the prophet Mopsos divining favourable omens before the Argo sets 
out on her voyage. The Captain then takes a golden phiale in his hands, and calls upon Zeus, the 
rushing waves and winds, the nights, the paths of the sea, the propitious days and Good Fortune for 
their return. Once the Argo reaches the mouth of the Ἄξεινος (the Black Sea), they set up a holy 
precinct to Poseidon there, probably to be associated with the Hieron, a Classical sanctuary which 
acted as boundary between the Aegean and the Pontus.152  
 
A historical ritual involving libations is recorded by Thucydides, as performed by the Athenians 
before their ships set out for Corcyra, departing for the Sicilian Expedition in 415: 
 
                                                
146 Gow and Page 1968: 335. 
147 Burkert 1985: 266-7. 
148 Burkert 1985: 71.  
149 Hom. Od. 15.222, 257-8. 
150 Hom. Od. 2.430-4. See also Hom. Od. 14.249-54. 
151 de Jong 2001: 67. See also Arrian (Anab. 1.11.6), discussed below.  
152 Pind. Pyth. 4.190-206; In the Argonautika, the Argonauts build an altar to the blessed Twelve Gods on the opposite 
seashore from Thynia, and Athena also rushes to the Black Sea to help them. Ap. Rhod. Argon. 528-48, 593-606.  For 
more on the Hieron, see Moreno 2008: 655-6.    
 24 
 Ἐπειδὴ δὲ αἱ νῆες πλήρεις ἦσαν καὶ ἐσέκειτο πάντα ἤδη ὅσα ἔχοντες ἔµελλον 
 ἀνάξεσθαι, τῇ µὲν σάλπιγγι σιωπὴ ὑπεσηµάνθη, εὐχὰς δὲ τὰς νοµιζοµένας πρὸ τῆς 
 ἀναγωγῆς οὐ κατὰ ναῦν ἑκάστην, ξύµπαντες δὲ ὑπὸ κήρυκος ἐποιοῦντο, κρατῆράς τε 
 κεράσαντες παρ᾿ ἅπαν τὸ στράτευµα καὶ ἐκπώµασι χρυσοῖς τε καὶ ἀργυροῖς οἵ τε 
 ἐπιβάται καὶ οἱ ἄρχοντες σπένδοντες. ξυνεπηύχοντο δὲ καὶ ὁ ἄλλος ὅµιλος ὁ ἐκ τῆς 
 γῆς τῶν τε πολιτῶν καὶ εἴ τις ἄλλος εὔνους παρῆν σφίσιν. παιανίσαντες δὲ καὶ 
 τελεώσαντες τὰς σπονδὰς ἀνήγοντο, καὶ ἐπὶ κέρως τὸ πρῶτον ἐκπλεύσαντες ἅµιλλαν 
 ἤδη µέχρι Αἰγίνης ἐποιοῦντο.  
 
 When the ships had been manned and everything had at last been put aboard which 
 they were to take with them on the voyage, the trumpeter proclaimed silence, and they 
 offered the prayers that were customary before putting out to sea, not ship by ship but 
 all together, led by a herald, the mariners as well as the officers throughout the whole 
 army making libations with golden and silver cups from wine they had mixed. 
 And the rest of the throng of people on the shore, both the citizens and all others 
 present who wished the Athenians well, also  joined in the prayers. And when they 
 had sung the paean and had finished the libations, they put off, and sailing out at first 
 in single column they then raced as far as Aigina.153 
 
Here, the trumpeter proclaims silence, customary prayers are offered, led by a herald, and both 
mariners and officers perform libations with gold and silver cups, and the whole crowd on the shore 
also joins in with the prayers. Thucydides demonstrates that this practice is inclusive of the city and its 
citizens, not just for the crew on the ships who are setting out. The fact that citizens and other people 
present know and join in with these prayers indicates that this indeed was a common practice. Not 
only the sailors knew the customary prayers to offer before sea voyaging, but also citizens and others 
of the city. Thucydides’ phrasing here suggests that though this was a process performed collectively, 
it was more usual for sailors to perform this practice by themselves on each individual ship. 
Aeschylus’ Persai, roughly contemporary with Herodotus’ work, also depicts the paean performed by 
Greek sailors on shipboard directly before engaging in a naval battle.154   
 
Herodotus depicts the Greeks also receiving favourable omens before naval expeditions in his 
narrative. In Book Nine the Greeks were stationed at Delos, and received messages from Samos 
about the affairs of the war. After this, they sought favourable omens and received them, and thus 
set out and sailed for Samos. Once they arrived near Kalamisa in Samian territory, they then 
anchored there and prepared for naval battle: 
 
 Οἱ δὲ Ἕλληνες ἐπισχόντες ταύτην τὴν ἡµέρην τῇ ὑστεραίῃ ἐκαλλιερέοντο, 
 µαντευοµένου σφι Δηιφόνου τοῦ Εὐηνίου ἀνδρὸς Ἀπολλωνιήτεω, Ἀπολλωνίης δὲ τῆς 
 ἐν τῷ Ἰονίῳ κόλπῳ.  
 
                                                
153 Thuc. 6.32. Fragment 352 from Euripides’ Erechtheus states that: ‘It is with the gods’ help that wise commanders 
launch an attack, never against their wishes’ (Jameson 2014: 98).   
154 Aesch. Pers. 392ff.   
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 The Greeks waited through that day, and on the next they sought and won favourable 
 omens, their diviner was Deïphonos son of Euenios, a man of that Apollonia which is 
 in the Ionian Gulf.155  
 
 Τοῖσι δὲ Ἕλλησι ὡς ἐκαλλιέρησε, ἀνῆγον τὰς νέας ἐκ τῆς Δήλου πρὸς τὴν Σάµον. ἐπεὶ 
 δὲ ἐγένοντο τῆς Σαµίης πρὸς Καλαµίσοισι, οἳ µὲν αὐτοῦ ὁρµισάµενοι κατὰ τὸ Ἥραιον 
 τὸ ταύτῃ παρεσκευάζοντο ἐς ναυµαχίην. 
 
 Having won favourable omens, the Greeks launched their ships from Delos towards 
 Samos. When they were now near Kalamisa in the Samian territory, they anchored 
 there beside the Temple of Hera that is there, and prepared for naval battle.156 
  
Here, Herodotus uses the verb καλλιερέω to indicate that the Greeks performed sacrifice, received 
favourable omens, and thus were ready to set out to sea and for naval battle. However, despite it 
being an important part of undertaking a voyage, Herodotus does not generally report the act of 
sacrifice before sailing. Herodotus records this here though, and perhaps he does this so as to 
introduce a brief digression on Euenios, the father of Deïphonos the diviner. Euenios was thought to 
have had a natural gift for divination and through this became famous, and Herodotus wrote that it 
was his son Deïphonos who was then brought by the Corinthians to act as diviner for the whole navy 
and army.157  
 
This passage is significant, as Herodotus describes two very important aspects of maritime religion. 
The first, although Herodotus does not mention it that often, is that receiving favourable omens before 
sailing was not only considered vital, but was also standard practice. Perhaps it was such a common 
occurrence before undertaking a voyage that Herodotus did not feel the need to continually record this 
practice, only doing so here, so as to introduce new information about a particular person. The second 
is the implication that Greek navies had diviners who would travel with them and seek favourable 
omens before sailing or engaging in battle, and that there was specialisation and expertise in 
diviners.158  
 
Herodotus has another tale of a Scythian man, Anacharsis, who made a vow to Kybele, Mother of the 
Gods, that he would sacrifice to her as the Kyzicenes do, if he were to return safely over the sea to his 
own country. Herodotus uses this passage as an example of how the Scythians are firmly against 
                                                
155 Hdt. 9.93. 
156 Hdt. 9.96.  
157 Hdt. 9.95. Herodotus mentions that he also heard another story that Deïphonos was not actually the son of Euenios, 
but wrongfully used the renown of Euenios’ name for his own advantage. For more on Ancient Greek divination and 
diviners, see Johnston 2005: 5-32.  
158 See Hdt. 9.36: ‘This Tisamenos had now been brought by the Spartans and was the diviner of the Greeks in the lands 
of Plataia.’ Also Hdt. 9.38: ‘… the Greeks that were with them, (for they too had a diviner of their own, Hippomachos 
of Leukas)…’    
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practising foreign customs, especially those of the Greeks, but this episode is also further literary 
evidence for vows for safe passage over the sea. 
  
 τοῦτο µὲν γὰρ Ἀνάχαρσις ἐπείτε γῆν πολλὴν θεωρήσας καὶ ἀποδεξάµενος κατ᾿ αὐτὴν 
 σοφίην πολλὴν ἐκοµίζετο ἐς ἤθεα τὰ Σκυθέων, πλέων δι᾿ Ἑλλησπόντου προσίσχει ἐς 
 Κύζικον· καὶ εὗρε γὰρ τῇ µητρὶ τῶν θεῶν ἀνάγοντας τοὺς Κυζικηνοὺς ὁρτὴν 
 µεγαλοπρεπέως κάρτα, εὔξατο τῇ µητρὶ ὁ Ἀνάχαρσις, ἢν σῶς καὶ ὑγιὴς ἀπονοστήσῃ ἐς 
 ἑωυτοῦ, θύσειν τε κατὰ ταὐτὰ κατὰ ὥρα τοὺς Κυζικηνοὺς ποιεῦντας καὶ παννυχίδα 
 στήσειν. 
 
 For when Anacharsis, having seen much of the world in his travels and given many 
 proofs of his wisdom, was coming back to the Scythian country, he sailed through the 
 Hellespont and put in at Cyzicus, where, finding the Cyzicenes celebrating the feast of 
 the Mother of the Gods magnificently, he vowed to this same Mother that, if he 
 returned to his  own country safe and sound, he would sacrifice to her as he saw the 
 Cyzicenes do, and establish a nightly rite of worship.159   
 
Anacharsis did indeed return safely to Scythia, and as he vowed, hid himself in the country called 
Ὑλαίην, ‘Woodland’, and celebrated the goddess’ ritual as he had seen it performed at Cyzicus. 
However, another Scythian saw him doing this, and told the king, Saulios, who killed him with an 
arrow. 
 
 καὶ νῦν ἤν τις εἴρηται περὶ Ἀναχάρσιος, οὐ φασί µιν Σκύθαι γινώσκειν, διὰ τοῦτο ὅτι 
 ἐξεδήµησέ τε ἐς τὴν Ἑλλάδα καὶ ξεινικοῖσι ἔθεσι διεχρήσατο. 
 
 And now the Scythians, if they are asked about Anacharsis, say they have no 
 knowledge of him, this is because he left his country for Hellas and followed the 
 customs of ξένοι.160 
 
This is an example of an unsuccessful transfer of cult, as the Scythians did not accept one of their 
own practicing customs of other nations, but this is also evidence for the making of a vow (to 
sacrifice to Kybele) that is also then followed through (when Anacharsis returns home).  
 
 
KLEOMENES 
 
The tale of the Spartan King Kleomenes demonstrates how more unusually favourable omens were 
sought before crossing water, by an epic-style sacrifice to the sea in real life. In Book Six, Herodotus 
depicts Kleomenes performing a sacrifice of a bull to the sea before sailing. Kleomenes ruled from 
519 to 490, and according to Herodotus, became sick with madness, and died in 489.161 Kleomenes 
                                                
159 Hdt. 4.76.  
160 Hdt. 4.76. 
161 Hdt. 6.75; Also Paus. 3.3.9-4.6. 
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performed this sacrifice during his campaign against Argos in 494, while attempting to invade their 
land. Herodotus wrote that Kleomenes invaded Argos because he had received an oracle from 
Delphi saying that he should take Argos, and once he had, the Argives sought refuge in their 
temple, but Kleomenes supposedly brought them out and killed them, and burnt the sacred grove 
with no regard for it.162 Herodotus claimed six thousand Argives were slain by Kleomenes and his 
army during this campaign.163  
 
Kleomenes first attempted to cross the river Erasinos into Argive lands, discussed in more detail 
shortly, but received unfavourable omens while performing his religious role as chief diviner of the 
Spartan army, and did not cross the river. Kleomenes instead headed for coastal Thyrea:  
   
 µετὰ δὲ ταῦτα ἐξαναχωρήσας τὴν στρατιὴν κατήγαγε ἐς Θυρέην, σφαγιασάµενος δὲ 
 τῇ θαλάσσῃ ταῦρον πλοίοισι σφέας ἤγαγε ἔς τε τὴν  Τιρυνθίην χώρην καὶ Ναυπλίην.  
 
 And after these things, withdrawing his army, he (Kleomenes) led them seaward to 
 Thyrea, and having sacrificed a bull to the sea he led them by ships to the land of 
 Tiryns and Nauplia.164  
 
Kleomenes made a sacrifice on the shore, and then sailed the short distance from the border of 
Argos to the main port of Nauplia. This is the only instance in his Histories in which Herodotus 
reports a bull sacrificed to the sea, but many prose and poetry writers of Antiquity corroborate this 
practice.  
 
Both the Iliad and the Odyssey feature bulls sacrificed on the seashore, to Poseidon in the Odyssey, 
but to Apollo in the Iliad.165 This sacrifice to Apollo occurs after Agamemnon and Achilles argue 
by the ships of the Achaeans in Book One. Achilles heads back to his tent, but Agamemnon 
embarks onto a ship with a hekatomb for Apollo, orders his men to purify themselves and cast the 
filth into the sea, and offers τεληέσσας ἑκατόµβας, ‘perfect hekatombs’ of bulls and goats to Apollo 
by the shore of the sea, ‘and the savour of it went up to heaven, whirling amid the smoke.’166 Here, 
the bulls are sacrificed on the seashore to Apollo for safe sailing, along with goats, and after a 
purification ritual where the men cast the filth off into the sea. 
 
                                                
162 Hdt. 6.76. 
163 Hdt. 7.148.  
164 Hdt. 6.76.  
165 Hom. Il. 1.313; Od. 3.6.  
166 Hom. Il. 1.285-318. ‘… κνίση δ᾿ οὐρανὸν ἷκεν ἑλισσοµένη περὶ καπνῷ.’ 
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In the Odyssey, the bulls are sacrificed on the seashore to Poseidon. Telemachos and his crew, after 
pouring libations of wine to the gods, and especially to Athena, sail through the night and arrive at 
Pylos, where they witness the townspeople sacrificing black bulls to Poseidon on the seashore: 
 
 οἱ δὲ Πύλον, Νηλῆος ἐυκτίµενον πτολίεθρον,  
 ἷξον· τοὶ δ᾿ ἐπὶ θινὶ θαλάσσης ἱερὰ ῥέζον,  
 ταύρους παµµέλανας, ἐνοσίχθονι κυανοχαίτῃ.  
 ἐννέα δ᾿ ἕδραι ἔσαν, πεντακόσιοι δ᾿ ἐν ἑκάστῃ  
 ἥατο καὶ προὔχοντο ἑκάστοθι ἐννέα ταύρους.  
 εὖθ᾿ οἱ σπλάγχνα πάσαντο, θεῷ δ᾿ ἐπὶ µηρί᾿ ἔκαιον,  
 οἱ δ᾿ ἰθὺς κατάγοντο ἰδ᾿ ἱστία νηὸς ἐίσης  
 στεῖλαν ἀείραντες, τὴν δ᾿ ὥρµισαν, ἐκ δ᾿ ἔβαν αὐτοί· 
 
 And they came to Pylos, the well-ordered citadel of Neleus,  
 Here the townsfolk on the shore of the sea were offering sacrifice  
 of black bulls to the dark-haired Earth-shaker.  
 Nine companies there were, and five hundred men sat  
 in each, and in each they held nine bulls ready for sacrifice.  
 Now when they had tasted the inner parts and were burning the thigh pieces to the god,  
 the others put straight in to the shore, and hauled up and furled the sail of the shapely 
 ship, and moored her, and themselves stepped forth.167 
 
Telemachos, prompted by Athena, joins the feast on the seashore with Nestor and his sons, and then 
Peisistratos, Nestor’s son, bids Athena (who is disguised) and Telemachos to pray to Poseidon, as 
this feast is for him. Athena in her disguise prays to Poseidon for Nestor, his sons, and the people of 
Pylos, and also for Telemachos and herself, that they may return home after accomplishing what 
they set out to do, to find news of Odysseus.168    
 
Bulls were a particularly suitable sacrifice to Poseidon, and Arrian attests sacrifices performed for 
Poseidon and the Nereids at sea by Alexander the Great, in the midst of the Hellespont, and 
sacrifices for Poseidon, after Alexander had voyaged into the sea out past the mouth of the river 
Indus. There Alexander cast the sacrificed bulls into the sea, poured a libation and prayed to 
Poseidon, and also cast the gold cup from which the libations were poured and golden bowls as 
thank-offerings.169 However, neither of these episodes are said to have produced signs.170  
 
Pausanias recounts the origin story of a bull sacrificed to Poseidon in Classical Corfu. A bull left 
the pasture and went bellowing by the sea every day, one day the herdsman followed the bull, saw a 
great number of tunny-fish, and after unsuccessful attempts by the Corcyraeans to catch these fish, 
                                                
167 Hom. Od. 3.4-11.  
168 Hom. Od. 29-66, 79-101. 
169 Arr. Anab. 1.11.6, 6.19.5. These sacrifices are similar to Xerxes’ at the Hellespont, discussed later in this chapter.  
170 Jameson 2014: 104.  
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they enquired at Delphi, slaughtered the bull to Poseidon, and immediately after the sacrifice caught 
the fish. The people of Corfu then dedicated offerings at Olympia and Delphi, which were a tithe of 
their catch. The dedication at Delphi was a bronze bull made by Theopropos of Aigina, which 
according to Pausanias could be seen when one ventured into the enclosure.171 The sacrifice is dated 
by the sculptor of this dedication, whose name, Theopropos, has been found in an Aiginetan script 
of the seventies or eighties of the fifth century, on a base at Delphi near this location.172  
 
In the case of Kleomenes, Herodotus does not mention the sacrifice as performed for Apollo or 
Poseidon, instead saying that he sacrificed ‘τῇ θαλάσσῃ’, to the sea. However, Herodotus does not 
always refer to a specific god or name them, but does occasionally just say ‘the god’, which, as 
Mikalson argues, was the normal practice for Greeks.173 Therefore, by saying that Kleomenes 
sacrificed a bull to the sea, Herodotus could just be indicating that one was sacrificing to Poseidon 
or Apollo, as in the above examples. After sacrificing a bull on the shore, the Spartans then 
embarked onto their ships, and sailed away. It was also quite unusual for a Spartan king to take to 
the sea, though he would always be chief priest at sacrifice upon leaving Laconia.174 Pausanias 
mentions Cape Tainaron on the southern Peloponnese, where there was a shrine shaped like a cave 
with a statue of Poseidon in front of it.175 Semple argues that here prayers would proceed ‘every 
Laconian venture on the deep.’176 
 
Hornblower and Pelling argue that although this sacrifice to the sea was most likely to Poseidon, 
this episode of Kleomenes was also something more. This was a bull sacrifice at the start of a 
military operation and sea voyage, and they argue that σφάγια is indeed the right word here to 
indicate ‘high-tension pre-battle sacrifices.’177 The use of the word σφάγια, ‘sacrificial victims’, or 
‘slaughters’, appears already in early Greek sources.178 This term was common, and aside from 
Herodotus, both Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes and Xenophon also have accounts of one or 
more µάντεις, divining omens from the σφάγια before attempting to cross bodies of water.179 In 
                                                
171 Paus. 10.9.2.  
172 Levi 1971: 427n. 59; Jeffery 1961: 111-2. Although originally thought to be the base of this bronze bull, it is now 
thought to be the base of a bronze statue of Apollo, a dedication made after the battle of Salamis which features in 
Chapter Three (Jacquemin and Laroche 1988: 241-6; Lorenzo 2011: 285-6).   
173 Mikalson 2003: 131. For an example of this (discussed in Chapter Three): ‘All this was done by the god’ (Hdt. 8.13).  
174 For more on this, see Lewis 1977: 45; Hornblower and Pelling 2017: 192.  
175 Paus. 3.25.4. On this, also Paus. 3.12.5 and 3.14.2.  
176 Semple 1927: 378. 
177 Hornblower and Pelling 2017: 192.  
178 Jameson 2014: 104.  
179 Aesch. Sept. 377-9; Xen. An. 4.3.17-9.  
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Seven Against Thebes, the µάντις will not let Tydeus cross the river Ismenos, as the omens from the 
σφάγια were not favourable.180  
 
For a historical account, Xenophon’s Anabasis sees Cheirisophos and Xenophon attempt to lead 
their army over the Kentrites river (the modern day river Botan in Turkey), in order to engage in 
combat with the troops of Orontas and Artuchas on the other side of the river. This account contains 
much detail about good omens foretold in dreams and multiple libations poured, but eventually the 
µάντεις offered sacrifice to the river, and once these sacrifices proved favourable, the soldiers struck 
up the paean and raised the war shout, and even the women present at the camp joined in with the 
shouting.181 These examples demonstrate that Classical Greeks thought the crossing of the sea, or 
also of rivers, required favourable signs derived from sacrifices.          
 
Both of these episodes refer to the crossing of rivers, not the sea. Yet Herodotus recounts that 
before going to Thyrea and sacrificing a bull to the sea, Kleomenes first attempted to cross the river 
Erasinos, where he offered σφάγια:  
 
 ἀπικόµενος δ᾿ ὦν ὁ Κλεοµένης ἐπὶ τὸν ποταµὸν τοῦτον ἐσφαγιάζετο αὐτῷ· καὶ οὐ γὰρ 
 ἐκαλλιέρεε οὐδαµῶς διαβαίνειν µιν, ἄγασθαι µὲν ἔφη τοῦ Ἐρασίνου οὐ προδιδόντος 
 τοὺς πολιήτας, Ἀργείους µέντοι οὐδ᾿ ὣς χαιρήσειν. 
 
 When Kleomenes came to this river he sacrificed victims to it, and being in no way 
 able to get favourable omens for his crossing, he said that he  admired the Erasinos for 
 not betraying its citizens, but that even so the  Argives should not rejoice.182  
 
It was due to these unfavourable omens for crossing the river that Kleomenes then retreated to 
Thyrea and instead voyaged over the sea to Tiryns and Nauplia after sacrificing a bull. Kleomenes’ 
choice to retreat rather than to cross the river after not receiving favourable omens is significant. It 
is clear that Kleomenes is sacrificing to the River God, and this god is thought to favour his native 
people, the Argives. Jameson argues that although belief in river gods was prevalent in Greece, in 
regards to the crossing of rivers, this is the ‘single instance of a deity being named in connection 
with the crossing rites.’183 The Erasinos is the deity of his river, which, according to Herodotus (and 
in truth), flows from the Stymphalian Lake into a chasm and then up again before flowing into the 
sea at the Thyreatis border between Argos and Sparta.184 Pausanias writes that at the place where 
the water from the Erasinos came up to the surface in his day, they sacrificed to Dionysos and Pan, 
                                                
180 Aesch. Sept. 378-9. 
181 Xen. An. 4.3.1-19. 
182 Hdt. 6.76.  
183 Jameson 2014: 104. 
184 Hdt. 6.76. The belief that its waters flowed roughly 55km underground from the chasm into which Lake Stymphalos 
pours has been proved correct by modern tests (Scott 2005: 295).  
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and held a festival there for Dionysos called the Τύρβη, the ‘Tumult’, a Bacchic festival and 
dance.185 Possibly this was called the Τύρβη due to the sound of rushing water from the river. 
Salowey connects the noise of rivers with that of bulls, and the bellowing sound they make.186 
Strabo also connects bulls with rivers, due to the roar of their waters, and the bendings of their 
streams which resembled horns.187 Furthermore Euripides’ Hippolytus depicts a fierce bull, divinely 
sent, appearing from a wave surging from the sea, and Hippolytus is fatally injured when the bull 
spooks Hippolytus’ chariot horses and they crush him.188   
 
An inscribed vase sacrificed to this particular river god, the Erasinos, has been found.189 This 
dedicatory offering from Argos dates to around 475, and is a bronze vessel with the name Erasinos 
inscribed on the lip.190 Levi argues that the Erasinos is most certainly the modern Kephalari, which 
comes out of a limestone cliff just below the entrance to a deep cave system, which in the nineties 
still contained a chapel with ancient blocks built into it inside the caves. In the 1800s, there was a 
tumulus with some columns near the entrance, and farther off on the right bank of the river were 
ruins of a temple.191 This is not the only Greek river with proof of worship. As well as many river 
myths, there is also wider evidence that Greeks practiced cultic worship for other rivers on their 
banks.192 For example, Pausanias mentions the river Pamisos in Messenia, which had a temple and 
received annual sacrifices. The remains of this small temple to the river Pamisos, with its inscribed 
dedications, were discovered in 1929 and then excavated in 1933 by the Swedish Messenian 
Expedition.193   
 
Hesiod’s Works and Days demonstrates that Archaic Greeks had reverence for rivers, and a method 
to cross them appropriately, at least in wisdom poetry of Boiotia: 
 
 µηδέ ποτ᾿ αἰενάων ποταµῶν καλλίρροον ὕδωρ  
 ποσσὶ περᾶν πρίν γ᾿ εὔξῃ ἰδὼν ἐς καλὰ ῥέεθρα,  
 χεῖρας νιψάµενος πολυηράτῳ ὕδατι λευκῷ·  
 ὃς ποταµὸν διαβῇ κακότητ᾿ ἰδὲ χεῖρας ἄνιπτος,  
 τῷ δὲ θεοὶ νεµεσῶσι καὶ ἄλγεα δῶκαν ὀπίσσω. 
 
                                                
185 Paus. 2.24.7.  
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189 Scott 2005: 296. 
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 And do not cross on foot the fair-pouring water of ever-flowing rivers before you have 
 prayed, looking into the beautiful stream,  
 and washed your hands with lovely, clear water;  
 whoever crosses a river, unwashed in evil and in his hands,  
 against him the gods feel resentment, and they give him pains afterwards.194  
 
This passage demonstrates the importance of purification to the Greeks before (and as part of), 
crossing a river. A poetic act of purification was in the passage from the Iliad, cited before, where 
the men purify themselves and cast the filth into the sea. Yet this time, the water is fresh, not 
saltwater, and one must pray and wash their hands with clear water in order to appropriately cross 
the river.  
 
In comparison, Herodotus writes that the Persians held a profound reverence for rivers, never 
polluting a river nor washing their hands in one, as they considered this impious, which is a direct 
contrast with Greek tradition, at least in Hesiod.195 Hesiod also continues:  
 
 µηδέ ποτ᾿ ἐν προχοῇς ποταµῶν ἅλαδε προρεόντων  
 µηδ᾿ ἐπὶ κρηνάων οὐρεῖν, µάλα δ᾿ ἐξαλέασθαι,  
 µηδ᾿ ἐναποψύχειν· τὸ γὰρ οὔ τοι λώιόν ἐστιν. 
 
 and do not ever urinate into the streams of rivers that flow to  the sea  
 nor onto fountains, very much avoid this, 
 and do not pollute them: for that is not better for you.196  
 
These are practical but also ritual prohibitions, with a threat at the end. Herodotus also demonstrates 
that Classical Greeks indeed took omens regarding river crossings seriously. In Book Nine, once the 
Greeks and Persians had arrayed their armies at Plataia ready for battle, both armies offered 
sacrifice to gauge the omens about the Asopos river in between them:197 
 
 Οὗτος δὴ τότε τοῖσι Ἕλλησι ὁ Τισαµενός, ἀγόντων τῶν Σπαρτιητέων, 
 ἐµαντεύετο ἐν τῇ Πλαταιίδι. τοῖσι µέν νυν Ἕλλησι καλὰ ἐγίνετο τὰ ἱρὰ 
 ἀµυνοµένοισι, διαβᾶσι δὲ τὸν Ἀσωπὸν καὶ µάχης ἄρχουσι οὔ. 
 
 Μαρδονίῳ δὲ προθυµεοµένῳ µάχης ἄρχειν οὐκ ἐπιτήδεα ἐγίνετο τὰ ἱρά, 
 ἀµυνοµένῳ δὲ καὶ τούτῳ καλά. καὶ γὰρ οὗτος Ἑλληνικοῖσι ἱροῖσι ἐχρᾶτο, µάντιν 
 ἔχων Ἡγησίστρατον ἄνδρα Ἠλεῖόν τε καὶ τῶν Τελλιαδέων ἐόντα λογιµώτατον… 
 
 This Tisamenos had now been brought by the Spartans and was the diviner of the  
 Greeks in the lands of Plataia. Now the sacrifices boded good to the Greeks if they 
 should but defend themselves, but evil if they should cross the Asopos and be the first 
 to attack. 
                                                
194 Hes. Op. 737-41.  
195 Hdt. 1.138.  
196 Hes. Op. 757-9. 
197 Hdt. 9.33, 36-42. 
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 But Mardonios’ sacrifices also boded nought to his liking if he should be zealous to 
 attack first, and good if he should but defend himself, for he too used the Greek 
 manner of sacrifice, Hegesistratos of Elis was his diviner, the most notable of the sons 
 of Tellias…198 
 
Here both the Greeks and Persians receive unfavourable omens if they attack first, but good if they 
stay and defend themselves. Herodotus continued that no favourable omens could be won either by 
Mardonios and the Persians, or by the Greeks who had their own diviner, Hippomachos of Leukas, 
and that by the eighth day neither army had crossed the Asopos.199 Eventually, Mardonios decided 
to pay no heed to the unfavourable sacrifices they were receiving, crossed the Asopos with his 
Persians, and was killed in battle; the Persian army was routed by the Greeks, led by the 
Lacedaemonians; so this for Herodotus at least fulfilled the omens.200 This passage is an example of 
how both Greeks and Persians believed omens for crossing rivers, especially in times of battle, were 
of great importance, and also demonstrates the potential consequences should one ignore these 
omens.201  
 
Scott argues that in Kleomenes’ case, the Erasinos, as most Greek rivers, would have presented no 
real physical barrier to an army attempting to cross. He further argues that perhaps Kleomenes did 
not really retreat due to unfavourable omens, but that the retreat could have been tactical, and 
potentially the real reason the sacrifice ‘failed’ was that the Argives were waiting on the other side 
of the river for them.202 The sacrifice of a bull to the sea then could have been performed to 
continue the pretence that their retreat from the Erasinos was due to religious reasons, although 
Scott also argues that regardless of this, the Spartans would expect to perform a sacrifice before 
entrusting themselves to the sea.203 We thus confront again the challenge of understanding Greek 
religion in context, as a system of ritual and belief, as well as skill and interpretation, and 
Herodotus’ presentation of it.   
 
This episode is significant for maritime religion due to the depiction it provides of Greek sacrifice 
before sailing or crossing rivers. From Herodotus’ account, Greeks appear to consider sacrifice 
before crossing bodies of water or omens received before battle seriously, and often have µάντεις 
with them to perform these actions. In the case of Kleomenes, his inability to gain favourable omens 
to cross the river Erasinos leads him to respect the river, albeit not enough to leave the Argives 
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alone. Had Kleomenes acted differently, this negative response from the sacrifice to the river could 
have caused him to abuse the water, as Xerxes would do, yet instead Kleomenes is shown 
gracefully accepting these omens, instead sacrificing a bull in preparation for battle and sailing, and 
then sailing by sea with his army successfully to Tiryns and Nauplia, a port of Argos, where he 
would be victorious.204        
 
 
DON’T BE SO RECKLESS: XERXES AND THE ‘WHIPPING’ OF THE HELLESPONT 
 
This section focuses on the infamous episode of Xerxes’ ‘whipping’ of the Hellespont. In 
Herodotus’ narrative, Xerxes (as well as Kleomenes), is depicted as notoriously impious.205 Persian 
reverence for rivers is also relevant for this section, as this anecdote depicts a Persian king treating a 
passage of water with the utmost disrespect. Herodotus writes:  
 
 καὶ δὴ ἐζευγµένου τοῦ πόρου ἐπιγενόµενος χειµὼν µέγας συνέκοψέ τε ἐκεῖνα πάντα 
 καὶ διέλυσε. Ὡς δ᾿ ἐπύθετο Ξέρξης, δεινὰ ποιεύµενος τὸν Ἑλλήσποντον ἐκέλευσε 
 τριηκοσίας ἐπικέσθαι µάστιγι πληγὰς καὶ κατεῖναι ἐς τὸ πέλαγος πεδέων ζεῦγος. ἤδη δὲ 
 ἤκουσα ὡς καὶ στιγέας ἅµα τούτοισι ἀπέπεµψε στίξοντας τὸν Ἑλλήσποντον. 
 ἐνετέλλετο δὲ ὦν ῥαπίζοντας λέγειν βάρβαρά τε καὶ ἀτάσθαλα· “Ὦ πικρὸν ὕδωρ, 
 δεσπότης τοι δίκην ἐπιτιθεῖ τήνδε, ὅτι µιν ἠδίκησας οὐδὲν πρὸς ἐκείνου ἄδικον παθόν. 
 καὶ βασιλεὺς µὲν Ξέρξης διαβήσεταί σε, ἤν τε σύ γε  βούλῃ ἤν τε µή· σοὶ δὲ κατὰ 
 δίκην ἄρα οὐδεὶς ἀνθρώπων θύει ὡς ἐόντι καὶ θολερῷ καὶ ἁλµυρῷ ποταµῷ.” τήν τε δὴ 
 θάλασσαν ἐνετέλλετο  τούτοισι ζηµιοῦν… 
 
 But no sooner had the strait been bridged, than a great storm sweeping down broke and 
 scattered all that work. So when Xerxes heard, he was very angry, and ordered that the 
 Hellespont be whipped with three hundred lashes, and a pair of fetters be thrown into 
 the sea, indeed I even heard that he sent branders with the rest to brand the Hellespont. 
 This is certain, that he charged them while they whipped to utter words barbarous and 
 rash: “O bitter water, your master punishes you, because you did him wrong although 
 he had done you none. Also Xerxes the king will cross you, whether you want it or 
 not. It is just that no man offers you sacrifice, for you are a turbid and salty river.” And 
 thus he commanded that the sea should be punished in such a way…206 
 
Mikalson argues that this episode became the exemplum of Persian impiety in Greek tradition.207 
Xerxes gave many commands that ordered exceedingly impious things to be done to the Greeks, 
such as the attack on Delphi, and many other temples and sanctuaries, and even went as far as to 
destroy the temples and votives on the Acropolis at Athens.208 Yet it is Xerxes’ actions at the 
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Hellespont that continued to be condemned by ancient authors throughout Antiquity. According to 
Lysias’ Funeral Oration, although Xerxes had enough spare ships to transport his land army over 
the Hellespont, he chose to make ‘a road over the sea’ and instead forced a passage by spanning the 
Hellespont.209 Plutarch, in his On Control of Anger, also mentions the terrible things that temper 
can do, and quoted Xerxes’ branding and lashing of the sea as one of these examples.210   
 
This punishment of the sea and Xerxes’ attempt to bring it under his control thus mirrored Xerxes’ 
mission as a would-be enslaver of Greece, as well as that of his brutal treatment of his 
subordinates.211 Moreover, an important distinction needs to be made about this episode. Herodotus 
does not appear to be concerned with Xerxes’ actual act of attempting to bridge the Hellespont. His 
description indicates that he showed great interest in how the Hellespont was bridged, and viewed it 
as an engineering marvel worth recording.212 Instead, it is specifically Xerxes’ treatment of the sea 
itself and his hubristic behaviour of attempting to rule both Asia and Greece that Herodotus 
portrays, and perceives to be, impious and reckless, and one reason for his eventual defeat in 
Greece.213  
 
Although at some points the view that two areas of land should not be cut or bridged is present, 
many times in Herodotus’ account rivers are crossed or diverted without any problems, religious or 
otherwise.214 Herodotus describes Darius’ bridging of the Bosporos, in which Mandrocles of 
Samos built the bridge, and then dedicated a painting of it with an inscription in the temple of Hera 
at Samos with part of the wealth he earned from this act, and Herodotus makes no mention of 
anything impious, in fact praising Mandrocles’ piety to Hera and the gods.215 In Herodotus’ 
narrative, Cyrus is also depicted threatening water, the river Gyndes. After one of his sacred white 
horses dashed into the river and was overwhelmed and swept away, Cyrus became so angry that he 
threatened the Gyndes that ‘he would make it so weak that from then on women would cross it 
easily without wetting their knees.’216 Herodotus continued that Cyrus did indeed cease from his 
march against Babylon for the time being so he could punish the Gyndes by parting it amongst 
three hundred and sixty canals that he had his army dig.217 Unlike Xerxes’ assault on the 
Hellespont, here Cyrus suffers no repercussions after his assault on the Gyndes. However, in time 
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Cyrus does meet with an unfortunate end after crossing another river, the Araxes.218 Raaflaub 
argues that Cyrus and Xerxes, along with Cambyses and Darius, all eventually fail in their 
campaigns because Herodotus shows that ‘they reach for the ends of the earth,’ and in doing so, 
they cross boundaries imposed by nature, and divine order.219   
 
Xerxes’ actions, as well as those of Cyrus, are performed against the tradition of Persian reverence 
for water. As mentioned earlier, Herodotus wrote that Persians showed great reverence for rivers, 
as they would not even wash their hands in them.220 However, despite the Persians having this 
reverence for river water, this respect did not extend to seawater. Although the Greeks believed the 
sea to be cleansing, and that it could wash away pollution, the Persians did not share this belief.221 
In Zoroastrian religion, seawater was regarded as ‘sweet-water tainted by the assault of the Hostile 
Spirit.’222 This ‘Hostile Spirit’ was known as Ahriman, or Angra Mainyu, a divinity who opposed 
the high god Ahuramazda and sullied the water by making it salty, in the dualistic Zoroastrian 
system of belief.223        
 
Herodotus portrays punishment for mistreating water as not just restricted to Persians, as an 
Egyptian ruler ‘Pheros’ is blinded after hurling a spear into the river Nile.224 In this anecdote, the 
Nile flooded greatly, and with the waters strengthened by a strong wind, it overflowed into the 
fields:  
 
 τὸν δὲ βασιλέα λέγουσι τοῦτον ἀτασθαλίῃ χρησάµενον, λαβόντα αἰχµὴν βαλεῖν ἐς 
 µέσας τὰς δίνας τοῦ ποταµοῦ, µετὰ δὲ αὐτίκα καµόντα αὐτὸν τοὺς ὀφθαλµοὺς 
 τυφλωθῆναι. 
  
 And they say that the king was so reckless, that taking a spear he hurled it into the 
 midst of the river eddies, and straightway after this he was afflicted with a disease of 
 the eyes, and became blind.225 
 
In Ancient Egypt, eye problems, including blindness, were common, and interpreted as a form of 
divine punishment.226 However, ‘Pheros’ did eventually regain his eyesight in the eleventh year, 
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after following the advice of an oracle from the city of Buto. Herodotus wrote that of the offerings 
that ‘Pheros’ dedicated in all the noteworthy temples, the most worthy of mention were two stone 
obelisks set up in the Temple of the Sun, the Temple of Re at Heliopolis.227  
 
In this passage, it is the ἀτασθαλίη, the recklessness, of ‘Pheros’ against the river that causes his 
punishment of blindness. This noun ἡ ἀτασθαλίη is only used just this once in the Histories, but 
Herodotus also uses the adjective ἀτάσθαλος to describe the rash actions of a few people, six times 
in total, three of which relate to Xerxes. It also appears once in discussions about the Persian 
constitution, once with the actions of the Corcyraeans, and once with Artaÿktes, in a passage 
discussed below.228 In Themistokles’ speech to the Athenians, he condemns Xerxes as ‘ἀνόσιόν’, 
unholy, and ‘ἀτάσθαλον’, reckless, because he destroyed temples and images of the gods, and 
whipped the sea.229 Herodotus used this language to characterise Xerxes as among the unrestrained 
people who did not show the proper respect for natural boundaries of the gods and thus were 
subsequently punished for their actions.230  
 
Although Herodotus refers to Xerxes as ἀτάσθαλος, he interestingly does not mention anything 
about the ὕβρις of Xerxes. Herodotus does not connect this term with Kleomenes or Artaÿktes 
either, or with the description of impieties committed against the gods.231 The only occasion when 
Herodotus does connect this term with a person is with Pheidon, the tyrant of Argos, who 
committed great ὕβρις when he drove the Eleans from Olympia and took control of the Olympic 
games.232 Mikalson argues that Herodotus does not use the term ὕβρις in connection with impious 
acts as this term was apparently not used in the fifth and fourth centuries in the context of Athenian 
practiced religion. For example, people were charged with impiety in law courts over religious 
matters, not hubris, and so, Mikalson concludes, Herodotus did the same in his Histories.233     
 
Thus, it is not the actual bridging of the Hellespont that concerns Herodotus, but the actions and 
words with which Xerxes orders abuse of the sea as a slave, his slave, which Herodotus considers 
to be ἀτάσθαλος and impious, and a cause of Xerxes’ eventual defeat.234 As Mikalson argues, 
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ἀτασθαλίη leads powerful and unrestrained individuals to commit reckless behaviour and thus 
offend the divine.235 It is also noteworthy that Xerxes does not even address the Hellespont as the 
sea, but instead as a ‘θολερός καὶ ἁλµυρός ποταµός’, a ‘turbid and salty river’.236 By Xerxes calling 
the Hellespont a river and by treating it as he did, Herodotus shows how ἀτάσθαλος Xerxes is, and 
how he has done great wrong in accordance with the Persian and Greek tradition of treating rivers 
with great reverence and respect. This is another reason that Herodotus may also condemn Xerxes in 
this episode, as generally Herodotus does not find fault with the νόµοι of foreigners, unless they act 
in violation of their own νόµοι.237       
 
Although Xerxes says that it is just that no one should offer sacrifice to the Hellespont, once the 
bridges are rebuilt and the army ready for crossing, Xerxes himself pours libations into the sea and 
prays to the sun:  
 
 Ταύτην µὲν τὴν ἡµέρην παρεσκευάζοντο ἐς τὴν διάβασιν· τῇ δὲ ὑστεραίῃ ἀνέµενον τὸν 
 ἥλιον ἐθέλοντες ἰδέσθαι ἀνίσχοντα, θυµιήµατά τε παντοῖα ἐπὶ τῶν γεφυρέων 
 καταγίζοντες καὶ µυρσίνῃσι στορνύντες τὴν  ὁδόν. ὡς δ᾿ ἐπανέτελλε ὁ ἥλιος, σπένδων 
 ἐκ χρυσέης φιάλης Ξέρξης ἐς  τὴν θάλασσαν εὔχετο πρὸς τὸν ἥλιον µηδεµίαν οἱ 
 συντυχίην τοιαύτην γενέσθαι, ἥ µιν παύσει καταστρέψασθαι τὴν Εὐρώπην πρότερον ἢ 
 ἐπὶ τέρµασι τοῖσι ἐκείνης γένηται. εὐξάµενος δὲ ἐσέβαλε τὴν φιάλην ἐς τὸν 
 Ἑλλήσποντον καὶ χρύσεον κρητῆρα καὶ Περσικὸν ξίφος, τὸν ἀκινάκην καλέουσι. 
 ταῦτα οὐκ ἔχω ἀτρεκέως διακρῖναι οὔτε εἰ τῷ ἡλίῳ ἀνατιθεὶς κατῆκε ἐς τὸ πέλαγος, 
 οὔτε εἰ µετεµέλησέ οἱ τὸν Ἑλλήσποντον µαστιγώσαντι καὶ ἀντὶ τούτων τὴν θάλασσαν 
 ἐδωρέετο. 
 
 All that day they prepared for the crossing, and on the next they waited for the sun, 
 wishing to see it rise, burning all kinds of incense on  the bridges, and strewing the way 
 with myrtle boughs. Then at sunrise, Xerxes poured a libation from a golden phiale 
 into the sea, praying to the sun that no such accident should befall him so as to prevent 
 him from conquering Europe until he should reach its farthest borders. After the 
 prayer, he cast  the phiale into the Hellespont, and a golden bowl, and a Persian sword, 
 which they call acinaces. As to these, I cannot rightly determine whether he cast them 
 into the sea for offerings to the sun, or if he repented of his whipping of the Hellespont 
 and gave these gifts to the sea as atonement.238 
 
There are many parts that could constitute a sacrifice to the sea in this passage. The timing at 
sunrise, incense, myrtle, libation from a golden phiale into the sea, prayer to the sun, and the casting 
of the golden phiale, golden bowl, and Persian sword into the sea are all potentially aspects of 
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maritime religion. How and Wells argue that Xerxes performed this process at sunrise because the 
appearance of heavenly light was an auspicious moment for a great undertaking.239 Herodotus also 
writes about myrtle and incense being used in Persian sacrifice at other times in his Histories.240 
However, the pouring of libations into the sea is not considered a custom of Persian sacrifice, and 
Herodotus himself writes that the Persians use no libations when they sacrifice to their gods, which 
is a contradiction of Xerxes’ pouring of a libation at the Hellespont into the water.241 To counteract 
this, How and Wells argue that this libation Xerxes poured could have been the zaothra, holy water, 
which was sometimes poured, or even the juice of the golden Haoma plant.242 This was a plant used 
in the Zoroastrian tradition that was ‘of many kinds’: it was green and fragrant, and grew on 
mountain tops and in river valleys. When crushed it produced a drink that exhilarated and gave 
heightened powers, with no harmful effects.243   
  
While the incense and myrtle are connected to the bridges, and likely for the sea, Xerxes also 
explicitly makes a prayer to the sun. Herodotus previously remarked that Persians worship the sun, 
which is also confirmed by Zoroastrian texts.244 Xerxes’ prayer to the sun is of interest: he prays for 
no misfortune to befall him before he has conquered Europe and reached its farthest borders. 
However, this is one of the very few prayers in Herodotus’ work that is not answered. This is not 
due to Xerxes being a Persian, but rather the pattern in the Histories is that prayers of pious figures 
are answered, but those of the impious are either not answered, or are to their detriment.245 
 
However, Mikalson argues that Herodotus’ depiction of Persian sacrifice here is very Greek, and 
that he often makes his Persians Greek with regards to their religious beliefs and practices.246 The 
use of incense and myrtle is one such example of this. Although Herodotus depicts the Persians at 
Susa strewing the roads with myrtle boughs and burning incense in celebration after hearing the 
news that Xerxes had taken Athens, ceremonies similar to this are seen in Aristophanes’ Wasps: ‘let 
fire be brought quickly from the house with myrtle and boughs and incense, so that we may begin 
by praying to the gods.’247 Xerxes’ offerings of the phiale, bowl, and sword are likely Herodotus’ 
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attempts to explain Persian behaviour to Greeks in familiar terms of sacrifice, adding the comment 
that he is unsure if this was done for the sun or the sea.248  
 
Arrian’s account of Alexander’s crossing of the Hellespont contains similar offerings to those of 
Xerxes, but in a clearer Greek frame. Alexander also pours a libation from a golden phiale into the 
sea, although he does so from a ship in the middle of the Hellespont, and then sacrifices a bull to 
Poseidon and the Nereids.249 Stadter argues that Alexander’s deeds were done to emulate those of 
Achilles, and as well as being a reminder of Xerxes’ actions at the Hellespont, Alexander’s 
expedition ‘avenges that of Xerxes against the Greeks.’ Arrian’s portrayal was more than just a 
military action, it was part of a ‘continuing history of conflict between the continents’, first 
dramatized by Homer, but continued on especially by Herodotus.250 Thus, Arrian’s account of 
Alexander’s crossing of the Hellespont is presented in the context of a heroic endeavour, aiming to 
emulate that of Homer and Herodotus, both for the author, and the man he depicts.251 
 
Herodotus’ last comment in this passage expresses his inability to decide whether Xerxes cast these 
objects into the sea as an offering to the sun, or to the sea, repenting for his whipping of the 
Hellespont. This action can be interpreted in two different ways from Herodotus’ words. From a 
Persian perspective, Xerxes appears to be motivated to sacrifice piously to the sun, in accordance 
with Persian tradition. The second option is from a more judgemental and Greek perspective, in 
which Xerxes is repenting of his earlier reckless actions against the Hellespont.252 Immerwahr 
argues that the whipping of the Hellespont perhaps referred to a magic ritual, and argues that the 
beating of the sea was a charm to keep it from raging and destroying the bridges again.253 However, 
Herodotus mentions nothing of this, nor anything about the Magi, who would surely have been 
present at any Persian magic ritual being performed.254 Yet a Magian may have been there 
regardless, but not here mentioned by Herodotus, who wants to put the focus on Xerxes, especially 
since Herodotus wrote earlier that it was Persian custom that sacrifice could not be performed 
without a Magian present.255     
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Herodotus’ Histories also represents Xerxes differently than does Aeschylus’ tragic play, Persai. 
Herodotus has Xerxes commit these acts and behave in such a way of his own accord, whereas in 
the Persai, Xerxes is portrayed as not being in his right mind, and it is divine influence that compels 
him to commit this offence against the Hellespont.256 Aeschylus’ Persai was first performed in 472, 
when Herodotus would have been around twelve years old, but it was also available as a text to read 
or even re-perform. Lateiner argues that Herodotus certainly would have been familiar with this 
play as part of his research. Although the two accounts differ in some details, they also agree in 
many points, as demonstrated by similarities in reported or direct speech.257 However, one of the 
significant points where the two accounts differ is that for Aeschylus, the fetters thrown into the sea 
are the bridge, and that the actual bridging of the Hellespont was the irrational, impious action, not 
Xerxes’ treatment of the sea, as in Herodotus’ account.258  
 
This is a significant episode in Herodotus’ narrative, as it demonstrates a number of important 
aspects of maritime religion, as well as Herodotus’ own views and methods of writing history. For 
Herodotus, Xerxes’ most impious action was his treatment of the Hellespont, due to its 
incompatibility with Persian reverence for water. This demonstrates Herodotus’ own expressed 
views on acting in accordance with one’s own cultural customs, as well as his belief in divine 
retribution for impiety against the gods. Herodotus’ presentation clearly emphasises the inevitability 
of punishment for recklessness and hubris, and that Xerxes’ actions will inevitably end with his 
defeat.259  
 
Finally, this episode was used by Herodotus to convey an important moral, expressed at the end of 
his Histories. The final events he puts into his Histories see the Athenians taking Artaÿktes to the 
headland where Xerxes had bridged the Hellespont, crucifying him there, and then sailing back to 
Greece, taking the tackle of the bridges with them to dedicate to their gods as victory offerings in 
their temples, an offering discussed in Chapter Three.260 The Athenians crucified Artaÿktes because 
of his impiety against the sanctuary of Protesilaos, as he removed all the offerings and treasure from 
this sacred precinct.261 It is here that Herodotus describes the character of Artaÿktes as ἀτάσθαλος, 
the same adjective applied to Xerxes. As to the dedication of the broken bridge tackle, which 
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Xerxes had used to connect Asia and Europe, Immerwahr argues that this is the symbolic 
conclusion of Herodotus’ Histories, as the Persians have left Europe, and the continents are separate 
once more, as they had been in the first place.262  
 
 
A MOST HANDSOME WARRIOR: LEON OF TROIZEN  
 
The final section of this chapter focuses on Leon of Troizen, a handsome warrior who was 
sacrificed on the prow of his ship by ‘οἱ βάρβαροι’ during the Persian Wars, and also includes some 
other occurrences of human sacrifice in Herodotus’ narrative. Although Leon is not explicitly 
sacrificed to the sea, this is still an important passage to consider, as this depiction of human 
sacrifice on a ship out on the sea is unique in Herodotus’ narrative, and contains much information 
from Herodotus’ perspective about the sacrificial practices of Eastern cultures, and possibly about 
‘Phoenician’ maritime religion. Throughout this section, since ‘barbarians’ or ‘foreigners’ does not 
quite capture the meaning of οἱ βάρβαροι, I have left the term in its original Greek.    
  
Before Leon’s sacrifice, Xerxes’ Persian fleet had set forth from Therma, later Thessalonike, and 
the ten swiftest ships of the fleet were headed down the eastern coast of Greece straight for 
Skiathos, where lay an advance guard of three Greek ships: a Troizenian ship, an Aeginetan ship, 
and an Attic ship.263 When this advance guard saw the ships of the βάρβαροι approaching, they fled, 
and it is the fate of the Troizenian ship that is the most significant. Herodotus writes: 
 
 Τὴν µὲν δὴ Τροιζηνίην, τῆς ἦρχε Πρηξῖνος, αὐτίκα αἱρέουσι ἐπισπόµενοι οἱ βάρβαροι, 
 καὶ ἔπειτα τῶν ἐπιβατέων αὐτῆς τὸν καλλιστεύοντα  ἀγαγόντες ἐπὶ τῆς πρώρης τῆς 
 νεὸς ἔσφαξαν, διαδέξιον ποιεύµενοι τὸν εἷλον τῶν Ἑλλήνων πρῶτον καὶ κάλλιστον. τῷ 
 δὲ σφαγιασθέντι τούτῳ οὔνοµα ἦν Λέων· τάχα δ᾿ ἄν τι καὶ τοῦ οὐνόµατος ἐπαύροιτο. 
 
 The ship of Troizen, of which Prexinos was captain, was pursued and taken 
 straightaway by the βάρβαροι, who then brought the most beautiful of its fighting men 
 and cut his throat on the ship’s prow, thus making a good omen of the first and most 
 beautiful of the Greek  captives. And the name of the one having been sacrificed was 
 Leon, and perhaps it was his name that brought this upon himself.264  
 
Firstly, it is noteworthy that Herodotus does not name exactly who sacrificed Leon, simply naming 
the ship as that of ‘οἱ βάρβαροι’. However, from previous information provided by Herodotus, a 
more refined theory can be formed. In 7.89, Herodotus states that Xerxes’ fleet of triremes 
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numbered 1207, and were furnished by men of many nations. Shortly after, Herodotus then writes 
that:  
 
 Ἐπεβάτευον δὲ ἐπὶ πασέων τῶν νεῶν Πέρσαι καὶ Μῆδοι καὶ Σάκαι.  τούτων δὲ ἄριστα 
 πλεούσας παρείχοντο νέας Φοίνικες καὶ Φοινίκων Σιδώνιοι. 
 
 There were fighting men of the Persians and Medes and Sakai on all the ships. And 
 that the best sailing ships were furnished by the Phoenicians, and the Sidonians of 
 Phoenicia.265 
 
Herodotus did not record the names of their leaders, as he does not think they are worthy of mention, 
since they are not generals, but δοῦλοι, meaning ‘slaves’, or perhaps here more so ‘subjects’. In 
earlier passages, Herodotus had already listed the generals who had supreme authority, and the 
Persian commanders among them.266 As previously stated, Herodotus wrote that the ten swiftest ships 
of the fleet where the ones who pursued the three Greek watch ships, and it was one of these that 
captured the Troizenian ship.267 Since Herodotus wrote that the Phoenicians furnished the best sailing 
ships, then it is likely that it was one of these Phoenician ships that captured the Troizenian ship. 
Furthermore, in his Histories, Herodotus gives examples of Phoenicians, as well as Persians and 
Scythians, practicing human sacrifice.  
 
In Book Seven, Herodotus writes that the Magi sacrificed white horses to the river Strymon for good 
omens, and buried alive nine people after crossing over the river by bridges.268 In this passage, 
Herodotus uses the same verb that he does with Kleomenes’ sacrifice to the river, καλλιερέω, 
meaning ‘to have favourable signs in sacrifice’. Likewise with Kleomenes, this sacrifice is performed 
so that Xerxes and his army may cross the river with favourable omens. However, in contrast to 
Kleomenes, these omens prove favourable:  
 
 Φαρµακεύσαντες δὲ ταῦτα ἐς τὸν ποταµὸν καὶ ἄλλα πολλὰ πρὸς τούτοισι ἐν Ἐννέα 
 ὁδοῖσι τῇσι Ἠδωνῶν ἐπορεύοντο κατὰ τὰς γεφύρας, τὸν Στρυµόνα εὑρόντες 
 ἐζευγµένον. Ἐννέα δὲ ὁδοὺς πυνθανόµενοι τὸν χῶρον τοῦτον καλέεσθαι, τοσούτους ἐν 
 αὐτῷ παῖδάς τε καὶ παρθένους ἀνδρῶν τῶν ἐπιχωρίων ζώοντας κατώρυσσον. Περσικὸν 
 δὲ τὸ ζώοντας  κατορύσσειν… 
  
 Having used these enchantments and many others on the river, they passed over it at 
 the Edonian town of Nine Ways, by the bridges which they found across the 
 Strymon. There, learning that Nine Ways was the name of the place, they buried alive 
                                                
265 Hdt. 7.96. 
266 Hdt. 7.61-83. 
267 Hdt. 7.179. 
268 Hdt. 7.113-4. Aeschylus in his Persai (495-505) also mentions the Persians addressing prayers to the river Strymon, 
although the prayers were not performed by the Magi, but by the army, and there was no sacrifice of white horses. They 
did so as due to an unseasonable cold snap brought on by ‘the god’, the whole of the river had frozen.  
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 that number of both young men and maidens of the men who live there. To bury alive 
 is a Persian custom…269  
 
The Greeks attributed human sacrifice to peoples who lived at the fringes of the known world, and 
consequently the practice of human sacrifice served as a divider between the ‘civilised’ people of 
the Graeco-Roman world, and the ‘βάρβαροι’.270 Herodotus further demonstrates this in his account 
of the Tauri people of the northern Black Sea, and their supposed custom of human sacrifice. The 
Tauri of Scythia had a tradition of sacrificing shipwrecked men, and also any Greeks whom they 
might take in their sea-raiding, to their Maiden goddess, identified by Herodotus with Iphigeneia, 
and by the Greeks with Artemis. Herodotus writes:  
 
 Τούτων Ταῦροι µὲν νόµοισι τοιοῖσιδε χρέωνται· θύουσι µὲν τῇ Παρθένῳ τούς τε 
 ναυηγοὺς καὶ τοὺς ἂν λάβωσι Ἑλλήνων ἐπαναχθέντες τρόπῳ τοιῷδε· καταρξάµενοι 
 ῥοπάλῳ παίουσι τὴν κεφαλήν. οἳ µὲν δὴ λέγουσι ὡς τὸ σῶµα ἀπὸ τοῦ κρηµνοῦ 
 ὠθέουσι κάτω (ἐπὶ γὰρ κρηµνοῦ ἵδρυται τὸ  ἱρόν), τὴν δὲ κεφαλὴν ἀνασταυροῦσι· οἳ 
 δὲ κατὰ µὲν τὴν κεφαλὴν ὁµολογέουσι, τὸ µέντοι σῶµα οὐκ ὠθέεσθαι ἀπὸ τοῦ 
 κρηµνοῦ λέγουσι ἀλλὰ γῇ κρύπτεσθαι. τὴν δὲ δαίµονα ταύτην τῇ θύουσι λέγουσι αὐτοὶ 
 Ταῦροι Ἰφιγένειαν τὴν Ἀγαµέµνονος εἶναι.  
 
 Among these, the Tauri have the following customs: all shipwrecked men, and any 
 Greeks whom they take in their sea-raiding, they sacrifice to the Maiden goddess as I 
 will show: after the first rites of sacrifice, they smite the victim on the head with a club, 
 according to some, they then throw down the body from the cliff where their temple 
 stands, and place the head on a pole, others agree with this as to the head, but say that 
 the body is buried, not thrown down from the cliff. This deity to whom they sacrifice is 
 said by the Tauri themselves to be Agamemnon’s daughter Iphigeneia.271  
 
So if being shipwrecked wasn’t enough already, these unfortunate men were then seized by the Tauri 
and sacrificed. The Tauri likely inhabited the Tauric Chersonese, and the mountains and steppes of 
Crimea.272 In the seventh century, the Greeks established colonies around the Black Sea, coming 
into contact with the Tauri, and Greek merchant ships would have often sailed past the Tauric land, 
and thus would easily have become victims of their sea-raiding attacks.273 Understandably, the 
colonising Greeks would not only have feared the Tauri, but also viewed them as a savage people 
inclined to piracy, war, and human sacrifice.274 O’Bryhim argues that since the Greeks avoided 
founding colonies near Taurian territory, it is likely that Herodotus’ account of the fate of 
shipwrecked sailors is not without foundation.275  
                                                
269 Hdt. 7.114.  
270 Rives 1995: 70.  
271 Hdt. 4.103.  
272 Hdt. 4.99; Corcella 2007: 654. For the difficulties of matching archaeological evidence to the Tauri, see Hall 2013: 
65.  
273 O’Bryhim 2000: 29. 
274 Rives 1995: 68; Corcella 2007: 654. 
275 O’Bryhim 2000: 30. See Strab. 7.4.2, Diod. Sic. 4.44, and Tac. Ann. 12.17 for the savagery of the Tauri.  
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Herodotus clearly had more than one source for his account of the Tauri and their customs, as he 
used the phrase ‘οἳ µὲν λέγουσι… οἳ δὲ’, ‘some say this, others say that.’ Unfortunately, Herodotus 
did not divulge who his sources were for these accounts, and although they differ as to what happens 
to the victim’s body after sacrifice, they do agree on the preliminary part of the process. That is, the 
first rites of sacrifice, the striking of the victim on the head, decapitating them and placing their head 
on a stake are all agreed upon.  
 
Herodotus’ portrayal of this custom of the Tauri seems barbaric, and the Tauri themselves a savage 
and hostile people. Not only did they attack and seize Greeks, but they also sacrificed them in a 
most dreadful way. Although this is gruesome by modern standards, Herodotus does not pass 
judgement on this tradition, instead simply showing an interest in their sacrificial practices.276 
Herodotus portrays this practice as a νόµος of these people and does not criticise it, as they are 
acting in accordance with their own νόµοι, unlike Xerxes.277 
 
These shipwrecked men and Greeks were sacrificed ‘τῇ Παρθένῳ’, to their Maiden goddess. 
Herodotus reports that the Tauri themselves say that the deity they sacrifice to was Agamemnon’s 
daughter, Iphigeneia, yet Euripides identified this Maiden goddess with Artemis in his Iphigeneia in 
Tauris, written between 414 and 412, due to connections between the Tauri, human sacrifice, and the 
virginal character of the goddess.278 However, Euripides has Iphigeneia say that human sacrifice was 
not a Greek practice, nor one established by Artemis, but instead wrongly attributed to her by the 
Tauri.279 Hall argues that Artemis was the ‘quintessential Mistress of Sacrifice’, and thus an 
appropriate goddess for a wide range of rituals.280  
 
Euripides’ mythical dramatic version is quite different from Herodotus’ account of how the victim 
was sacrificed, yet Euripides was not ignorant of Herodotus’ version.281 There are many indications 
that he relied upon Herodotus’ narrative for details of Scythian geography and ethnography, and in 
addition to this, both Herodotus and Euripides placed the temple of Artemis on a cliff by the sea, 
                                                
276 Hughes 1991: 8. 
277 Mikalson 2003: 50. 
278 Rives 1995: 68; Corcella 2007: 655. For differences between Herodotus and Euripides’ versions, see: Eur. IA 1560-
610, Eur. IT 24-30, 34-41. Euripides also depicts Artemis as a saviour of ships, as Iphigeneia makes a dramatic prayer 
imploring Artemis to rescue the Greek ship she is on, and the sailors shout the paean in response (Eur. IT 1398-402).  
279 Eur. IT 380-91; O’Bryhim 2000: 34. 
280 Hall 2013: 87. See Braund (2018: 28-48), Hall (2013), and Bilde (2009: 303-32) for more on the connections of 
Artemis, the Tauri, and Iphigeneia. Also Hall (2013) Chapter Seven, and Green (2007: 77-9, 201-5) for the connections 
of Artemis and Iphigeneia with Diana Nemorensis at Aricia in Italy.      
281 For Euripides’ process of sacrifice see: Eur. IT 41, 624 (temple), 258, 705 (altar), 244, 335, 622, 644, 1190 (lustral 
water), 337 (cutting of the throat), 626, 685, 1155 (burning of the body).  
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and specified that shipwrecked sailors were the victims of the Tauri.282 Hall argues that Euripides 
deviated from Herodotus’ account deliberately in order to create a ‘dramatic bringing to life’ of a 
barbarous Taurian society.283 O’Bryhim argues that Euripides’ account of how the Tauri sacrificed 
people bears striking resemblances to ancient accounts of the Phoenician rite of human sacrifice, 
like with Leon.284  
 
There are many ancient writers that discuss the Phoenicians, in particular the Carthaginians, and their 
practices of human sacrifice.285 For example, a fragment of Sophocles’ lost tragedy Andromeda 
states that from ancient times the βάρβαροι had a custom of sacrificing humans to Kronos.286 
Although Sophocles does not name the Carthaginians here, Rives argues that by Kronos, Sophocles 
must be referring to the Phoenician Ba’al, and thus be referring to the Phoenicians.287 From an 
ancient perspective then, this adds to the argument that the Phoenicians were quite likely the ones who 
sacrificed Leon. An example of a Phoenician sacrificing himself appears in Book Seven, where 
Herodotus writes of the Battle of Himera in 480:  
 
 Ἔστι δὲ ὑπ᾿ αὐτῶν Καρχηδονίων ὅδε λόγος λεγόµενος, οἰκότι χρεωµένων, ὡς οἱ µὲν 
 βάρβαροι τοῖσι Ἕλλησι ἐν τῇ Σικελίῃ ἐµάχοντο ἐξ ἠοῦς ἀρξάµενοι µέχρι δείλης ὀψίης 
 (ἐπὶ τοσοῦτο γὰρ λέγεται ἑλκύσαι τὴν σύστασιν), ὁ δὲ Ἀµίλκας ἐν τούτῳ τῷ χρόνῳ 
 µένων ἐν τῷ στρατοπέδῳ ἐθύετο καὶ ἐκαλλιερέετο ἐπὶ πυρῆς µεγάλης σώµατα ὅλα 
 καταγίζων, ἰδὼν δὲ τροπὴν τῶν ἑωυτοῦ γινοµένην, ὡς ἔτυχε ἐπισπένδων τοῖσι ἱροῖσι, 
 ὦσε ἑωυτὸν ἐς τὸ πῦρ· οὕτω δὴ κατακαυθέντα ἀφανισθῆναι. 
 
 The story told by the Carchedonians (Carthaginians) themselves (about the fate of 
 Hamilar) has a show of truth. They say, that the βάρβαροι fought with the Greeks in 
 Sicily from dawn till late evening (so long, it is said, the conflict was drawn out), and 
 all this time Amilcas (Hamilcar) stayed in his camp offering sacrifice and striving to 
 win favourable omens by burning whole bodies on a great pyre, and when he saw his 
 army routed, he cast himself into the fire where he was pouring libations on the 
 sacrifice, where he was consumed and seen no more.288 
 
Thus, according to Herodotus, human sacrifice by Phoenicians was a plausible act. There has also 
been recent archaeological work investigating sacrifice in Carthage, particularly infant sacrifice and 
tophets. Much archaeological evidence has been uncovered in Carthage, which supports the practice 
                                                
282 O’Bryhim 2000: 31.  
283 Hall 1989: 111.  
284 O’Bryhim 2000: 31-2. 
285 See: Porph. Abst. 2.27; Porph. Abst. 2.53-6; Theophr. fr. 13.22-6; Phylarchus FGrHist 81 F 80 (Hughes 1991: 107-
125). Also Markoe (2000: 132-3) for archaeological evidence of this practice.   
286 Soph. Andromeda fr. 126. ‘ἀρχῆθέν ἐστι τῷ Κρόνῳ θυηπολεῖνγένος βρότειον τοῖσι βαρβάροις νόµος.’ 
287 Rives 1995: 68.  
288 Hdt. 7.167. 
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of infant sacrifice.289 For ancient evidence, Philo of Byblos’ otherwise lost work written in the second 
century A.D., titled Phoenician History, was quoted by Porphyry, including that:  
 
 The Phoenicians sacrifice one of their most beloved during times of great disaster or 
 wars or drought or famine, dedicating them to Kronos.290  
 
Although Leon was not one of their own, perhaps his being the most handsome of all the Greeks on 
the ship was enough incentive for him to be chosen for a sacrifice during wartime. Furthermore, the 
very next passage in Herodotus discusses the fate of the Aeginetan ship, and a great contrast is 
made between the events that unfold on the two ships. The different language that Herodotus uses 
to describe the peoples on these two ships also contributes to the argument that it was likely the 
Phoenicians who sacrificed Leon.  
 
 Ἡ δὲ Αἰγιναίη, τῆς ἐτριηράρχεε Ἀσωνίδης, καί τινά σφι θόρυβον παρέσχε, Πυθέω τοῦ 
 Ἰσχενόου ἐπιβατεύοντος, ἀνδρὸς ἀρίστου γενοµένου ταύτην τὴν ἡµέρην· ὃς ἐπειδὴ ἡ 
 νηῦς ἡλίσκετο ἐς τοῦτο ἀντεῖχε µαχόµενος ἐς ὃ κατεκρεουργήθη ἅπας. ὡς δὲ πεσὼν 
 οὐκ ἀπέθανε ἀλλ᾿ ἦν ἔµπνοος, οἱ Πέρσαι, οἵ περ ἐπεβάτευον ἐπὶ τῶν νεῶν, δι᾿ ἀρετὴν 
 τὴν ἐκείνου περιποιῆσαί µιν περὶ πλείστου ἐποιήσαντο, σµύρνῃσί τε ἰώµενοι τὰ ἕλκεα 
 καὶ σινδόνος βυσσίνης τελαµῶσι κατειλίσσοντες· καί µιν, ὡς ὀπίσω ἀπίκοντο ἐς τὸ 
 ἑωυτῶν στρατόπεδον, ἐπεδείκνυσαν ἐκπαγλεόµενοι πάσῃ τῇ στρατιῇ περιέποντες εὖ. 
 τοὺς δὲ ἄλλους τοὺς ἔλαβον ἐν τῇ νηὶ ταύτῃ περιεῖπον ὡς ἀνδράποδα. 
 
 But the Aeginetan trireme, of which Asonides was captain, did give them some 
 trouble. There was a fighting man aboard, Pytheas son of Ischenoos, who on that day 
 was the best of men, for his ship being taken,  he would not give up fighting till he was 
 hacked all over with wounds. And when he fell, he was not yet killed but had life in 
 him, the Persians, those who were on the ship, were at great pains to save him for his 
 valour, tending his wounds with ointments and wrapping him in bandages of linen 
 cloth, and when they returned back to their own station, they showed him to the whole 
 army in admiration, and made much of him and kindly entreated him. But all the others 
 that they took in that ship they used as slaves.291 
 
On the Troizenian ship, Leon, the most handsome man on the ship, is sacrificed by having his throat 
cut, whereas there is a very different reaction to the capture of this Aeginetan ship, explicitly by 
Persians. Pytheas, a great warrior, is saved and then treated with respect. Herodotus uses οἱ Πέρσαι, 
specifically referring to Persians aboard the ship, unlike in the previous passage, where he used 
βάρβαροι, a term which encompasses the various nationalities furnishing Xerxes’ army.292 This may 
                                                
289 Clifford 1990: 58. See Clifford (1990) and Schmitz (2013) for more on Phoenician religion, tophets, and human 
sacrifice.   
290 Porph. Abst. 2.56 (FGrHist 790 F 3); O’Bryhim 2000: 32.  
291 Hdt. 7.181. The fate of the third ship is not as exciting. This Attic ship escapes and runs ashore at the mouth of the 
river Peneios, and although the βάρβαροι seize the ship itself, the Athenians flee before they do so, and the Athenians 
made their way back to Athens through Thessaly (Hdt. 7.182).   
292 Often Herodotus appears to use οἱ βάρβαροι to indicate all the different nationalities furnishing the army, for example 
in 7.23, and when referring to an individual group, he distinguishes them by name, as seen shortly after in 7.25.   
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indicate that on the Troizenian ship, Leon was sacrificed by Phoenicians, whereas on the Aeginetan 
ship some Persians dealt with Pytheas, and thus Leon and Pytheas received very different treatments 
at the hands of their respective captors.  
 
Herodotus himself even states that Persians in particular honour valiant warriors. When discussing the 
outrageous behaviour of Xerxes in regards to his treatment of the corpse of Leonidas, Herodotus 
wrote that: 
 
 … ἐπεὶ τιµᾶν µάλιστα νοµίζουσι τῶν ἐγὼ οἶδα ἀνθρώπων Πέρσαι ἄνδρας ἀγαθοὺς τὰ 
 πολέµια. 
 
 ... the Persians are of all men known to me the most wont to honour valiant warriors.293  
 
Herodotus’ account of the Aeginetan ship is evidence for this statement, as due to Pytheas’ valiant 
efforts in fighting off the Persians, they respond in turn by saving his life and treating him well. This 
is a very different treatment from that of Leon, who in contrast, was killed on the ship as a sacrifice. 
Where Leon was sacrificed on the ship is also of great importance. As Herodotus explicitly states, 
Leon was sacrificed on the prow of the ship. The prow and the stern were both considered sacred 
spaces on ancient ships, and thus were areas where libations, prayers, and sacrifices would be 
performed.294 The prow with its eyes on either side marked this area as sacred, and served both to 
guide the vessel and to ward off harm.295  
 
In regards to Phoenician ships, Herodotus wrote that the prows of their triremes bore images of the 
Phoenician Pataïki, who was the Ptah of Egypt, and whom the Greeks identified with Hephaistos.296 
These apotropaic figures of the Pataïki provided safety to Phoenician ships travelling over the 
ancient Mediterranean.297 Thus the prow had religious and cultural connotations for Phoenician 
seafarers, as worship on a ship took place at the prow, as this was the area from which the deity 
guided the vessel.298 Phoenician coins from Byblos (figure one) depict ships with lion-headed 
prows, arguably either Ptah or Ammon or the goddess Astarte, who was the prime choice for 
                                                
293 Hdt. 7.238. 
294 Brody 2008: 448. 
295 Aesch. Supp. 715-7. ‘… and the prow that with its eyes scans its onward course…’ (Brody 1998: 99; Strauss 2005: 
148).   
296 Hdt. 3.37. ‘ἔστι γὰρ τοῦ Ἡφαίστου τὤγαλµα τοῖσι Φοινικηίοισι Παταΐκοισι ἐµφερέστατον, τοὺς οἱ Φοίνικες ἐν τῇσι 
πρώρῃσι τῶν τριηρέων περιάγουσι’ (Godley 1921: 49).  
297 Blakely 2006: 147.  
298 Stager 2005: 435, 442. A much later example of Carthaginian sacrifice on a ship is recorded by Silius Italicus (Pun. 
14.458-61), who recounts a story of the navigator of a Carthaginian ship, Bato. This man, after seeing that there was no 
saving his ship from the attacking Romans, cried out, “Ammon, who looks idly on at our cruel defeat, to you I offer my 
blood,” and sacrificed himself with his own sword and let his blood flow on a figurine of a deity on board.  
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worship by Phoenician sailors who sought safe passage over the sea, according to Stager.299 Astarte 
was associated with the sea but also with lions, a connection that formed through her conflation 
with the Akkadian goddess Ishtar.300  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, Brody puts forth a differing argument for Tinnit (Tanit), but also links Tanit with Ášerah, 
a goddess who has similar qualities to Tanit. Brody argues that the lion, and also the snake, are 
symbols of Ášerah, and that she is often depicted riding on the back of a lion. Due to this, Brody 
argues that it is unsurprising that sailors would place Ášerah’s totem animal on the prows of their 
ships to protect themselves against the dangers of the sea, and that these coins depicting lion-headed 
prows illustrate Ášerah’s role as a guardian over vessels.301  
 
The next point to consider is, why Leon? If the Phoenicians indeed were the ones who sacrificed 
him, then what were their reasons for doing so? Herodotus provides a couple of different reasons 
for his sacrifice. The first is that it was to make διαδέξιον, ‘a good omen’, and thus Leon’s sacrifice 
could simply have been one of the first-fruits of victory, and to gain favourable omens.302 Hollmann 
argues that Leon was chosen because of his beauty, because he was καλλιστεύοντα, the ‘most 
beautiful’, just as the finest animal in a herd is chosen to be a sacrificial victim.303 Since Herodotus 
included in his narrative that the captors brought forward the most beautiful of the fighting men for 
sacrifice, this certainly could be the case.   
 
                                                
299 Stager 2005: 439, 441. See this article by Stager for a discussion on a fascinating Phoenician funerary stele found in 
Athens dating to the late fourth to third centuries, with both Greek and Phoenician inscriptions, and an image depicting 
a man fighting a lion over a deceased body with a prow of a ship in the background.    
300 Stager 2005: 439. 
301 Brody 1998: 29-30, 70. See Brody (1998: 33-7) for a discussion on Milqart and his connection to Herakles, and his 
role as a guardian of seafarers, to whom sacrifices were also given. Also see Lightfoot (2003:19-22) for Kybele and her 
connections with lions.  
302 HW 1968: 210; Hollmann 2011: 144.  
303 Hollmann 2011: 144-5. 
Figure 1: Silver coin of Byblos with lion-headed prow, 4th century, 
London, British Museum. 
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However, Herodotus’ comment in the last sentence of this passage also raises another point to 
discuss: ‘And the name of the one having been sacrificed was Leon, and perhaps it was his name that 
brought this upon himself.’304 The name Leon simply means ‘lion’, and Herodotus’ suggestion is that 
perhaps it was this noble name that meant he was selected for sacrifice. As discussed above, 
Phoenicians made many religious connections with both sailing and lions. However, as Hollmann 
argues, there are different ways this comment could be interpreted. Hollmann questions whether 
Herodotus meant that the Phoenicians found out his name was ‘lion’ and killed him because of this, or 
that Herodotus meant that noble names such as these were dangerous, and thus could bring φθόνος, 
envy, or νέµεσις, jealousy or vengeance of the gods, upon oneself.305 
  
Indeed, name meanings could be quite important omens. Herodotus records another instance where a 
man’s name was taken as a good omen. When the Greeks were stationed at Delos in 479, a messenger 
from Samos came to them and made a particularly good impression by speaking long and 
vehemently.306 When Leutychides the Lacedaemonian inquired of his name and he replied with 
‘Hegesistratos’, ‘army leader’, Leutychides bade him to take ship with the Greeks, on account of the 
good omen of his name. Herodotus, and the Greeks, thus took name omens seriously, but it is difficult 
to say whether Leon’s name was a factor in the Phoenicians’ decision to sacrifice him, or a comment 
by Herodotus.     
 
Lions were not sacrificial victims in Greek, Persian, or even Phoenician tradition, but, as Hollmann 
argues:  
 
 Sacrificial victims are the finest of their kind, and the lion enjoys the highest status 
 amongst the animals, being the prey of kings in depictions of Persian hunting scenes.307  
 
Indeed there are many Persian reliefs of lion hunts and also Phoenician ones as well, most notably the 
Alexander Sarcophagus, presumed to be the sarcophagus of King Abdalonymos of Sidon.308 Persian 
hunting reliefs (such as figure two) from the seventh century depict libations offered over the bodies 
of slain lions and bulls, which ‘reinforce the image of the ruler as the victorious conqueror,’ and have 
roots in Assyrian and much earlier Mesopotamian royal iconography of power.309 Later reliefs from 
                                                
304 Hdt. 7.180. ‘τῷ δὲ σφαγιασθέντι τούτῳ οὔνοµα ἦν Λέων· τάχα δ᾿ ἄν τι καὶ τοῦ οὐνόµατος ἐπαύροιτο.’ 
305 Hollman 2011: 145n. 228. 
306 Hdt. 9.90-2. 
307 Hollmann 2011: 145n. 228.  
308 Franks 2012: 35.  
309 Franks 2012: 28. 
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the sixth and fifth centuries depict lions and hunters in a close struggle, which Franks argues reflect 
the control over, or warding off of, the destructive forces of nature.310  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thus, for the Phoenicians to sacrifice a man named Lion may have represented for them a heroic act 
of victory and also one of future protection.  
 
Plutarch’s Life of Themistokles contains an alleged episode from the Persian Wars also worth 
including, though this episode is not found in Herodotus. While Themistokles was conducting a 
sacrifice by the side of the admiral’s trireme, he was urged by the µάντις to sacrifice three Persian 
prisoners of war to Dionysos Omestes, ‘the Flesh Eater’, as this supposedly would bring salvation and 
victory to the Greeks.311 According to Plutarch, the sacrifice of these three Persian men was carried 
out. Plutarch credits Phanias of Lesbos as his source, but the general academic consensus is that this 
act did not occur.312 However, if it did, Herodotus would no doubt have been aware of this event, and 
Mikalson argues he chose to omit it from his account, as Greeks practicing human sacrifice was to 
Herodotus an unholy and un-Greek act.313  
 
This story of Leon and his fate at the hands of the βάρβαροι thus contains much important 
information, both about the sacrificial customs of Eastern cultures, and Herodotus’ own beliefs. 
Leon’s sacrifice on the prow of his ship likely falls into Phoenician traditions of sacrifice, and testifies 
                                                
310 Franks 2012: 30.  
311 Plut. Themis. 13.2-5.  
312 See Jameson 2014: 117, 120-1 for more on the historicity of this event.   
313 Mikalson 2003: 78-9. 
Figure 2: Ashurbanipal grappling with a lion. Wall relief, Room S, panel 
11, North Palace of Ashurbanipal, Ninevah, ca. 668-627, London, British 
Museum, 124874. 
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to the importance of the prow of the ship to them as a sacred space. Herodotus’ inclusion of this 
episode in his account also reveals some of his own beliefs. He believes that the Phoenicians are 
capable of human sacrifice, as seen in the story of Hamilcar, that the Persians are the foe most likely 
to honour brave warriors, and that the omens of names hold great significance. Although Leon was 
not a sacrifice for the sea itself, this passage is still significant for maritime religion due to its 
portrayal of sacrifice on the prow of a ship during wartime.       
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The above examples in this chapter of sacrifice before sailing, and those of Kleomenes, Xerxes, and 
Leon, demonstrate that sacrifice to the sea was an important part of maritime religion in Herodotus’ 
Histories. These passages demonstrate that sacrifice to the sea was essential to many religions, as 
the above examples include sacrifices by Greeks (including Spartans), Phoenicians, and Persians. 
These nations may have prayed to various gods and deities, or have slightly different practices, but 
all have the fundamental aspect of seeking a safe voyage or victory through divine aid. Kleomenes 
sacrifices a bull to the sea in preparation for battle and sailing, and the Phoenicians sacrifice Leon 
on the prow of his ship, as the first-fruits of their victory and to gain favourable omens, while 
Xerxes gives offerings to the sea and prays to the sun before crossing the Hellespont and attempting 
to conquer Greece.  
 
Herodotus’ own input into these episodes is also important, as shown by his accounts of Kleomenes 
and Xerxes, and the different, in fact almost opposite way, that they are shown treating water. 
Respect for rivers is vital, and it is Xerxes’ impious behaviour against water and natural boundaries 
that, according to Herodotus, is part of the reason that he ultimately fails in his campaign against 
Greece. Herodotus condemns Xerxes as he acts against his own νόµοι, yet this is not echoed with 
the Tauri and their practices of human sacrifice, as they act in accordance with their own νόµοι. The 
next chapter focuses on sacrifice and prayer to the weather at sea, and in particular the events 
leading up to the Battle of Artemision. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Any Way the Wind Blows: Sacrifice to the Winds and Storms at Sea 
 
 
  Οὐ χεῖµα Νικόφηµον, οὐκ ἄστρων δύσις 
  ἁλὸς Λιβύσσης κύµασιν κατέκλυσεν· 
  ἀλλ᾿ ἐν γαλήνῃ, φεῦ τάλας, ἀνηνέµῳ 
  πλόῳ πεδηθείς, ἐφρύγη δίψευς ὕπο. 
  καὶ τοῦτ᾿ ἀήτεων ἔργον· ἆ πόσον κακὸν 
  ναύταισιν ἢ πνέοντες ἢ µεµυκότες. 
 
  No tempest, no stormy setting of a constellation 
  overwhelmed Nikophemos in the waters of the Libyan Sea.    
  But alas, unhappy man, stayed by 
  a calm he was burnt up by thirst. 
  This too was the work of the winds. Ah, what a curse 
  they are to sailors, whether they blow or be silent! 
      
      - Isidorus of Aegae314  
 
This unique little epigram depicts the dangers of the winds out at sea: too much wind and one may 
be shipwrecked, but not enough wind and one may perish at sea from not being able to sail. The 
winds are a crucial factor in sailing on the Mediterranean sea, and many a time ancient ships were 
blown off course, or were unable to leave from where they were moored due to rough or calm 
weather. Ancient Greeks made sacrifices, propitiatory offerings and dedications to try to control the 
weather, and most notably the winds, sacrificing to ἄνεµοι, aspects of weather or named gods. This 
chapter focuses on sacrifice and prayer to winds and storms mentioned in Herodotus’ Histories, and 
what can be understood about contemporary Classical Greek practices from these examples. After a 
brief introduction to Greek wind sacrifice in Antiquity and evidence for this outside of Herodotus, 
this chapter examines the events leading up to the Battle of Artemision, where Herodotus records 
sacrifices and dedications made to the winds: by the Delphians, the Athenians, and the Persians. 
 
 
A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO WIND SACRIFICE IN ANTIQUITY 
 
The Mediterranean sea may be a powerful and dangerous entity, but the strength of the winds is 
such that Herodotus has Artabanos say that even the sea must bend to their power: 
 
                                                
314 Anth. Pal. 7.293 (Paton 1916: 159). 
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 κατά περ τὴν πάντων χρησιµωτάτην ἀνθρώποισι θάλασσαν πνεύµατα φασὶ ἀνέµων 
 ἐµπίπτοντα οὐ περιορᾶν φύσι τῇ ἑωυτῆς χρᾶσθαι.  
 
 They say that the sea, of all things the most serviceable to men, is hindered from 
 following its nature by the blasts of winds that fall upon it.315 
 
Moreover, the sea constantly changes both shape and colour according to the weather. As Beaulieu 
notes, the sea can be as calm as a mirror, or raging in tempest, and everything in between these two 
states.316 Since the weather played such an important and hard to predict part in sailing, and had the 
power to influence the movements of the sea, appeasement of the winds was considered vitally 
important to ensure safe passage. This relationship is seen in the earliest Greek poetical and 
mythological sources, such as Pindar’s Pythian Odes. When Jason and the Argonauts set off on 
their journey, the captain begins the voyage with an appropriate invocation:   
 
 χρυσέαν χείρεσσι λαβὼν φιάλαν 
 ἀρχὸς ἐν πρύµνᾳ πατέρ᾽Ουρανιδᾶν ἐγχεικέραυνον Ζῆνα, καὶ ὠκυπόρους 
 κυµάτων ῥιπὰς ἀνέµων τ᾽ἐκάλει, νύκτας τε καὶ πόντου κελεύθους 
 ἄµατά τ᾽εὔφρονα καὶ φιλίαν νόστοιο µοῖραν. 
 
 …taking a golden bowl in his hands, the commander, on the prow, called on the father 
 of the Ouranids, Zeus who hurls the thunderbolt, and the rush of the rapid waves, and 
 the winds, and the nights, and the paths of the sea, and the calm days and the happy 
 fate of their return.317  
 
Zeus is called upon for a safe voyage, as well as the winds, waves, and other elements. A more 
famous mythical sacrifice concerning the winds is the story of Iphigeneia. When Agamemnon 
offends Artemis, she stops the winds, and without the winds Agamemnon cannot sail anywhere, and 
must make the ultimate sacrifice of his daughter Iphigeneia, as the price to gain favourable winds so 
that he and his fleet are able to sail away from Aulis and continue on their way to war at Troy.318  
 
There are many myths about the winds, their origins, and their purpose in ancient Greek literature. 
In Book Ten of Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus and his companions arrive at the island of Aeolia, and 
Aeolos presents Odysseus with a bag in which he has placed the winds.319 Odysseus’ ship sets off 
from the island with a steady west wind, but before they reach land the greed of Odysseus’ 
companions led them to open the bag, where the winds then rushed out and were seized by the 
                                                
315 Hdt. 7.16. 
316 Beaulieu 2015: 196.  
317 Pind. Pyth. 4.193-6 (Beaulieu 2015: 84).  
318 Aesch. Ag. 218-54; Seaford 1989: 88. For more myths about Iphigeneia, see also: Eur. IT 1-41; Eur. IA 87-106, 
1475-629; Apollod. Epit. 3.21; Hyg. Fab. 98, 261. 
319 Hom. Od. 10.19-22. 
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storm wind, θύελλα, and carried away.320 Having been blown back to Aeolos’ island, Odysseus then 
must travel on without his help.321  
 
The winds that blow on the sea were also thought to convey mortals to the afterlife, and indeed in 
some funeral iconography, winds are depicted as psychopomps, shown carrying the dead over the 
waters of the Ocean to the afterlife.322 In the Odyssey, Penelope, wishing to die, prays that a storm 
wind might carry her away: 
 
 ... ἢ ἔπειτα µ᾽ἀναρπάξασα θύελλα 
 οἴχοιτο προφέρουσα κατ᾽ἠερόεντα κέλευθα, 
 ἐν προχοῇς δὲ βάλοι ἀψορρόου Ὠκεανοῖο. 
 ὡς δ᾽ὅτε Πανδαρέου κούρας ἀνέλοντο θύελλαι.  
 
 …or that a storm-wind might  
 catch me up and bear me over the murky ways,  
 and cast me forth at the mouth of backward-flowing Oceanus.   
 Just as when storm-winds bore away the daughters of Pandareos.323  
 
Homer’s poetry says that fierce winds are born of Νύξ, Night, and are indeed powerful entities, as a 
strong blast from the south wind or west wind may wreck ships, even against the will of the gods.324 
However, Hesiod in his Theogony wrote that Astraios (Star), and Eos (Dawn), bore Zephyros (West 
wind), Notos (South wind), and Boreas (North wind).325 Hesiod only named these three winds, but 
Homer also mentions Euros as the East wind. Hesiod wrote that Zephyros, Notos, and Boreas come 
from the gods, and are refreshing to mankind, but other unnamed winds, the fierce, rain-blowing 
ones, come from Τυφωέος, Typhoeos.326 These winds are the reckless gusts that blow on the sea:  
 
 αἳ δή τοι πίπτουσαι ἐς ἠεροειδέα πὀντον, 
 πῆµα µέγα θνητοῖσι, κακῇ θυίουσιν ἀέλλῃ: 
 ἄλλοτε δ᾽ἄλλαι ἄεισι διασκιδνᾶσι τε νῆας 
 ναύτας τε φθείρουσι: κακοῦ δ᾽οὐ γίγνεται ἀλκὴ 
 ἀνδράσιν, οἳ κείνῃσι συνάντωνται κατὰ πόντον. 
 
 …some fall upon the misty sea and  
 bring calamity to men;  
 as evil storms they rage; each blows in season,  
                                                
320 Hom. Od. 10.46-55.  
321 Nesselrath 2005: 156. 
322 Beaulieu 2015: 189. For more information on funeral iconography and the winds, see Cumont 1966: 143-76.  
323 Hom. Od. 20.63-6. 
324 Hom. Od. 12.286-90. 
325 Hes. Theog. 378-80. 
326 Hes. Theog. 869. In the Odyssey, Zeus made Aeolos the keeper of these winds (Hom. Od. 10.21-2). Although later 
sources mix Typhoeos and Typhon together, in Hesiod they are two different beings. Typhoeos was born of Tartaros 
and Gaia, and has a hundred snaky dragon heads and fire blazing from these heads, and Typhon is a fearful hurricane 
who by Echidna fathered many monsters (Hes. Theog. 820 for Typhoeos, 306-7 for Typhon).   
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 scattering ships and killing sailors. Men who meet with  
 them at sea have no defence against their power.327  
 
However, in the writings of Aristotle and practices of natural philosophy, he argued that the 
movement of the winds originates from above, in the sky, yet the material of which they are made 
originates from below, in the earth.328 Historical Greeks made sacrifice in a similar fashion to those 
in myths. Although metaphorical, knowledge of sacrifice to Chthonic winds is shown in 
Aristophanes’ Frogs, when Dionysos says: ‘ἄρν᾿ ἄρνα µέλανα, παῖδες, ἐξενέγκατε· τυφὼς γὰρ 
ἐκβαίνειν παρασκευάζεται.’329 Burkert argues that white animals were offered in sacrifice to 
Ouranian deities, and black animals to Chthonic ones.330 Thus, being a Chthonic wind, a black 
animal is offered in sacrifice to Typhon. However, when propitious, winds had a strong and natural 
tendency to be associated with Ouranian (Heavenly) deities, and as Harrison argues, white 
sacrifices would be offered to them.331   
 
The above examples relate to wind sacrifice over the sea, yet sacrifice to the winds was also 
practiced for a variety of other reasons, such as averting the winds, purification, or victory.332 One 
such example comes from Xenophon’s Anabasis, where he wrote about the Ten Thousand, 
mercenaries in Asia Minor, who, hindered in the snow by a strong north wind, were advised by one 
of the seers accompanying them to sacrifice to the wind. Xenophon wrote that sacrifice was offered, 
and indeed it seemed quite clear to everyone that the violence of the wind had ceased.333 However, 
Xenophon did not state exactly what sacrifices were offered, or how they were sacrificed in order to 
achieve this result. 
 
In his Description of Greece, Pausanias also recorded wind cults he heard about, and altars to the 
winds that he saw. He wrote about a ceremony for averting the winds that he saw at Methana near 
Troizen, in which a white rooster was sacrificed. The south-west wind called ‘Lips’ would strike the 
tender shoots of new vines and damage them. In order to avert this, while the wind was blowing, 
two men would cut a white rooster in two, each carrying half while running around the vines in 
opposite directions. When they met back at their starting place, they would bury the rooster there.334 
                                                
327 Hes. Theog. 873-7.  
328 Arist. Mete. 2.4.26-34. 
329 Ar. Ran. 847-8. ‘A lamb, boys, bring out a black lamb! For a hurricane is preparing to come out!’ Here, τυφὼς refers to 
Typhon, a hurricane or furious storm, as seen in Hesiod 306-7 in n. 326.   
330 Burkert 1985: 200. 
331 Harrison 1908: 67. 
332 In Attica there are also wineless libations given to personified forces of nature, such as the winds, see Heinrichs 
1983: 96-7.    
333 Xen. Anab. 4.5.3-4. 
334 Paus. 2.34.2. 
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This example of the Methanian rooster is a typical σφάγιον sacrifice, as it is carried around for 
purification, with the evil influences of the wind in some way being caught by it, and then buried 
away.335 
 
Pausanias also wrote about the city of Titane, near Corinth, which had a sanctuary of Athena built 
upon a hill, at the bottom of which was an altar of the winds. Pausanias wrote that on one night in 
every year the ἱερεὺς, the priest, offered sacrifices on this altar.336 According to Pausanias, the 
ἱερεὺς also performed other secret rites at four pits, in order to tame the fierceness of the blasts of 
wind, and sang charms of Medea.337 One such charm could possibly be found in Ovid. Here, Medea 
supposedly gave a charm to Jason, which, when it was spoken three times, was powerful enough to 
cause deep sleep, or would soothe the winds for a calm sea.338 
 
Pausanias also wrote that the Megalopolitans of Arcadia offered sacrifice every year at a precinct to 
the North Wind, Boreas, and held none of the gods in greater honour than the North Wind, as he 
saved them from Agis and the Lacedaemonians in the third century.339 Pausanias also mentions 
altars to the winds he came across in his travels: an altar of Zephyros, the west wind, near the 
sanctuary of Demeter and her daughter near Eleusis, and one in the market-place at Boiotian 
Koroneia where the sanctuary of Itonian Athena was located.340 Pausanias did not provide any more 
information in his work about these altars, or any specific offerings made to these winds. 
Regardless, these altars are evidence that sacrifice to the winds was practiced in Antiquity, notably 
to Boreas and Zephyros, and not just at ports either.    
 
Clearly, there were various reasons why one might sacrifice or pray to the winds: to stop them 
blowing, to start them blowing the right way, or in a military context, to cause them to blow 
destructively against one’s enemy. Parker argues that it appears that if there was no need to calm the 
winds nor to raise them in a religious context, then one simply ignored them.341 However, Pausanias 
shows that there were Greek city-states who regularly practiced annual sacrifice to the winds, and 
by the second century A.D. sacrifice to the winds was a fairly common practice in various places. 
                                                
335 Harrison 1908: 67. 
336 Paus. 2.12.1. 
337 Paus. 2.12.1.  
338 Ov. Met. 7.152-4. ‘Hunc postquam sparsit Lethaei gramine suci verbaque ter dixit placidos facientia somnos, quae 
mare turbatum, quae concita flumina sistunt.’ ‘After he’d sprinkled the monster with juice of a herb from the Lethe, 
repeating a spell three times to induce a motionless slumber, a spell which could calm a troubled sea or a rushing river’ 
(McCartney 1933: 19).  
339 Paus. 8.36.6. 
340 Paus. 1.37.2, 9.34.2. Also see Paus. 3.19.3-5 for Zephyros and Hyakinthos, and the altar at Sparta in which 
Hyakinthos was said to be buried.  
341 Parker 2011: 74. 
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This is also seen at Delphi, the next episode examined in this chapter, as the Delphians offered 
sacrifice to the winds in the sanctuary of Thyia, as thanks for salvation from the Persians. Herodotus 
says this dated from when they established the altar and were still continuing this practice up until 
his own time some fifty years later.342 The following episodes from Herodotus examine sacrifices 
and offerings to the winds in the lead up to the Battle of Artemision.  
 
 
THE STORMS AT ARTEMISION: SACRIFICE TO THE WINDS BY THE GREEKS AND THE 
PERSIANS 
 
Winds and storms play a large role in Herodotus’ narrative of the Persian invasions of Greece, 
notably under Xerxes in 480. Many times the weather adversely affected sailors, or caused mass 
shipwrecks. Book Seven of Herodotus’ Histories describes a series of storms around the area of 
Northern Euboia, before the Battle of Artemision.343 Herodotus expresses his own opinions about 
these events, but also narrates how the Greeks and Persians viewed these disasters, and to whom 
they sacrificed or made offerings in order to avert further disaster, and thus to save themselves. In 
7.177, the Greeks hear that the Persians are in Pieria, in Macedonia, and leave the Isthmus, with 
their army setting out to Thermopylai, and their fleet to Artemision, on the northern tip of 
Euboia.344 Xerxes’ fleet sets out from Therma (archaic Thessalonike), and heads down the eastern 
coast of Greece, aiming to pass between the mainland and Skiathos, where a stone post had been 
placed.345 Xerxes’ fleet eventually makes Cape Sepias in Magnesia, and Herodotus claims that up 
until the fleet reached this place, it had suffered no misfortune.346 At a beach between Kasthanaia 
and Cape Sepias, the Persian fleet then anchored eight ships deep, with their prows pointing 
seaward.  
 
The weather had been calm, but at dawn the next day Herodotus describes the sea as ζεσάσης, 
‘boiling’, and a great storm and a πολλὸς ἄνεµος ἀπηλιώτης arose, a ‘strong east wind’, the 
Apeliotes.347 Herodotus wrote that the local Magnesians called this wind the ‘Hellespontine’, a cold 
north-east wind from the Russian steppes which blows over the Black Sea and through the 
                                                
342 Hdt. 7.178-9. 
343 Hdt. 7.178-91. 
344 Hdt. 7.177. 
345 Hdt. 7.183. 
346 Hdt. 7.183-4. 
347 Hdt. 7.188. 
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Hellespont (the Athenians called this wind Boreas, the north wind).348 Those that noted the rising 
wind hauled their ships ashore and saved themselves and their ships. However, the Persian ships 
that were still on the sea were driven onto the rocks of Mt Pelion, called Ἴπνους, ‘Ovens’, some up 
onto the beach, some on the Sepiad headland, and others cast up at the towns of Meliboia or 
Kasthanaia. Herodotus characterises the storm as ἀφόρητον, unbearable, and says no fewer than 
four hundred ships were destroyed, along with innumerable men and provisions.349 This was indeed 
an immense loss for the Persian fleet.    
 
 
The Greeks 
 
Herodotus recorded various traditions among the Greeks for the cause of this storm. The first was 
that of the Delphians, who, afraid for themselves and for Greece, enquired of the oracle at Delphi 
what they should do. The answer was that they should pray to the winds, ‘µεγάλους γὰρ τούτους 
ἔσεσθαι τῇ Ἑλλάδι συµµάχους.’350 After they had received the oracle, the Delphians sent word of 
this to the Greeks at Artemision, who were forever grateful due to their great fear (according to 
Herodotus) of the βάρβαροι. The line, ‘ἐξαγγείλαντες χάριν ἀθάνατον κατέθεντο’, in 7.178 scans as 
a hexameter, and as such How and Wells argue that these four words are potentially reminiscent of 
some poetical narrative of this event, or of a dedicatory inscription on a thank-offering at Delphi to 
the winds.351 If so, then perhaps Herodotus himself saw such an inscription or thank-offering in his 
travels at Delphi. Next:  
 
 µετὰ δὲ ταῦτα οἱ Δελφοὶ τοῖσι ἀνέµοισι βωµόν τε ἀπέδεξαν ἐν Θυίῃ, τῇ περ τῆς 
 Κηφισοῦ θυγατρὸς Θυίης τὸ τέµενος ἐστί, ἐπ᾽ἧς καὶ ὁ χῶρος οὗτος τὴν ἐπωνυµίην 
 ἔχει, καὶ θυσίῃσι σφέας µετήισαν. Δελφοὶ µὲν δὴ κατὰ τὸ χρηστήριον ἔτι καὶ νῦν τοὺς 
 ἀνέµους ἱλάσκονται.   
 
 The Delphians made an altar to the winds at Thyia, where is now the precinct of 
 Thyia the daughter of Kephisos, and they offered sacrifices  to them. So the Delphians 
 offer sacrifices to propitiate the winds to this day by the oracle’s bidding.352 
 
Herodotus calls Thyia the daughter of Kephisos, but according to Hesiod, she was the daughter of 
Deukalion, and by Zeus the mother of Magnes and Makedon.353 The Kephisos river flows through a 
                                                
348 Hdt. 7.188; HW 1968: 214. Van Rookhuijzen (2018: 134n. 359) argues that by saying the Magnesians called this 
wind ‘Hellespontine’, Herodotus could be subtly implying the possibility that the storm was retribution for Xerxes’ 
earlier actions at the Hellespont.  
349 Hdt. 7.188, 190. 
350 Hdt. 7.178. ‘For these would be great allies of Hellas.’ 
351 Hdt. 7.178. ‘Δελφοὶ δὲ δεξάµενοι τὸ µαντήιον πρῶτα µὲν Ἑλλήνων τοῖσι βουλοµένοισι εἶναι ἐλευθέροισι ἐξήγγειλαν 
τὰ χρησθέντα αὐτοῖσι, καί σφι δεινῶς καταρρωδέουσι τὸν βάρβαρον ἐξαγγείλαντες χάριν ἀθάνατον κατέθεντο.’ ‘Having 
received the oracle, the Delphians first sent word of it to such Greeks as desired to be free, for which message in their 
mortal fear of the foreigner these were for ever grateful’ (HW 1968: 209).  
352 Hdt. 7.178-9.  
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valley on the northern side of Parnassos, although McInerney argues that the sanctuary dedicated to 
Thyia probably lay at Arachova, ancient Anemoreia, ‘wind-mountain’. This place derived its name 
from the gusts of wind which blew on it from the top of Mount Parnassos, and an altar was 
identified here that was dedicated to the winds.354   
 
However, Pausanias says in Delphic legend that Thyia was the daughter of Kastalios, god of the 
spring at Delphi.355 Pausanias also wrote that some regarded her as the mother of Delphos by 
Apollo, which would give an even stronger connection to Delphi.356 However, none of these 
traditions are reported prior to Pausanias, and McInerney argues that Thyia was a local nymph of 
the Parnassos region and most likely not integrated into Delphic genealogies before the Classical 
period.357 Pausanias linked Thyia as first to sacrifice to, and perform rites for, Dionysos at Delphi, 
and thus both Attic and Delphic women who served him were called Θυῖαι or Θυιάδες.358 This same 
name of Thyiades could also be applied to a group of nymphs, and derive from the adjective 
meaning ‘possessed’ or ‘raving’, rather than windy.359 How and Wells argue that Thyia’s name 
means ‘stormy’, connected with the Greek ‘θύελλα’, storm or hurricane, and thus she was naturally 
connected at Delphi with the winds, even if earlier she was a Dionysiac nymph.360 Clearly, Thyia 
had many connections both with Delphi and with the winds, and thus was an appropriate hostess in 
whose sanctuary the Delphians could establish an altar to the winds, and continue practices of 
propitiation.  
 
Herodotus did not explicitly state how often the Delphians sacrificed to the winds, what they 
sacrificed, or if there was any specific ritual at Thyia. Yet the Delphians and their oracle, response 
to it, and thanks for salvation differ from other Greeks. Herodotus continued with the λόγος that the 
Athenians received an oracle that they should pray to Boreas:  
 
 Λέγεται δὲ λόγος ὡς Ἀθηναῖοι τὸν Βορέην ἐκ θεοπροπίου ἐπεκαλέσαντο, ἐλθόντος 
 σφι ἄλλου χρηστηρίου τὸν γαµβρὸν ἐπίκουρον καλέσασθαι. 
  
 There is a story that the Athenians at an oracle’s bidding prayed to Boreas to aid 
 them, having obtained another oracle that they should pray to their son-in-law.361   
 
                                                                                                                                                            
353 Hes. Cat. 7 (McInerney 1997: 270). 
354 McInerney 1997: 270. For more on this see Kremnos, Ιστορικη Γεωγραγια 1876: 87. 
355 Paus. 10.6.4. 
356 Paus. 10.6.4; McInerney 1997: 269.  
357 McInerney 1997: 270. 
358 Paus. 10.6.4; HW 1968: 209. See Pliny (HN 36.4) and Pausanias (10.19.3) for statues and images of the Thyiades.   
359 Plutarch Mor. 170; McInerney 1997: 269. 
360 HW 1968: 209. 
361 Hdt. 7.189.  
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The Athenians interpreted their ‘son-in-law’ to mean Boreas, Erechtheos’ son-in-law through his 
‘marriage’ to Oreithyia, ‘the Mountain Nymph’.362 According to Herodotus, before Oreithyia 
became a wind goddess, she was the daughter of Erechtheos, ancestor and early king of the 
Athenians.363 In Greek mythology, Boreas seized Oreithyia while she played by the river Ilissos and 
carried her off to Thrace, where she bore him two sons, Zetes and Kalais, the Argonauts.364 
Pausanias later recorded that because of this marriage connection between him and the Athenians, 
Boreas aided them at Artemision by destroying most of the ‘barbarian triremes’.365 Another origin 
for Oreithyia comes from Homer, where she is a Nereid and daughter of the old man of the sea, 
Nereus.366 Homer’s Iliad lists the daughters of Nereus who respond to Thetis’ call, one of whom is 
Oreithyia.367  
 
The appearance of Boreas and Oreithyia on nine Archaic vases and even more frequently on 
Classical red-figure vases (figures three and four) both before and after the Persian Wars 
demonstrates the popularity of this myth in Athenian art.368 In the second quarter of the fifth 
century, just after Artemision, Boreas gained increased importance as a favourite subject among 
Athenian vase painters, and his image appears on vases of almost every type.369  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
362 Podlecki 1968: 263. 
363 Hdt. 7.189; HW 1968: 215. For more legends of Erechtheos, see Apollod. 3.15. 4-5; Hyg. Fab. 46; Paus. 1.38.3.  
364 Apollod. Bibl. 3.15.1-2; Ap. Rhod. Argon. 1.21. 
365 Paus. 1.19.5. ‘… καί σφισι διὰ τὸ κῆδος ἀµύναντα τῶν τριήρων τῶν βαρβαρικῶν ἀπολέσαι τὰς πολλάς.’  
366 HW 1968: 215. See Hom. Il. 18.141 for Nereus as the old man of the sea.  
367 Hom. Il. 18.47-9.  
368 HW 1968: 215. 
369 Agard 1966: 241. 
Figure 3: Calyx Krater illustration of Boreas and Oreithyia, 
attributed to the Niobid Painter, ca. 460-450, Attic Red-figure, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, No. 5958. 
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This increased popularity of Boreas amongst vase painters between 475-450 can surely be 
explained in part by a sense of gratitude by the Athenians for the help that Boreas was thought to 
have provided during the war against Xerxes. Agard argues that the Athenians were also taking a 
‘keen exploratory interest’ in Boreas’ homeland of Thrace during this time.370 Thrace had become 
an important strategic area for the trade route to the Black sea, providing grain for food and lumber 
for Athens’ navy, and thus Agard argues that this political and economic concern may also have 
been partly responsible for the fact that Boreas was pictured so often, as a symbol of the association 
between Athens and Thrace.371    
 
Plato’s Phaedros mentions the myth of Boreas and Oreithyia, in a rationalising section of dialogue. 
In this dialogue between Socrates and Phaedros, set on the banks of the Illissos, when asked if he 
believes in this myth, Plato has Socrates answer with a rational explanation that a ‘clever’ man or 
even he might give: that a blast of Boreas, the north wind, pushed Oreithyia off the neighbouring 
rocks as she was playing with Pharmakea, and that when she had died in this manner she was said 
to have been ‘carried off’ by Boreas in marriage.372 However, Socrates continues on to say that he 
does not have the leisure to investigate such things, and thus accepts the customary belief about 
                                                
370 Agard 1966: 245. 
371 Agard 1966: 245. An interest in Athenian-Thracian myth connections is observable in the fifth century, such as 
Soph. OT. 190-6. See Topper (2015) for a discussion on fifth century Attic vases depicting Thracian myths, specifically 
the murder of Dryas by Lykourgos, the mythical king of Thrace. 
372 Pl. Phdr. 229b-d. 
Figure 4: Amphora Illustration of Boreas 
and Oreithyia, ca. 475, Attic Red-figure, 
Staatliche Antikensammlungen, Munich, 
No. 206422 
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them.373 Here, all it takes is a simple allusion by Phaedros to this myth for this tale to be brought to 
mind: ‘Is it not from some place along here by the Ilissos that Boreas is said to have carried off 
Oreithyia?’374 This passage shows Plato having Phaedros evoke a mindset of ancient Greeks in the 
Classical period: fixing earlier myths upon their land.375 Thus, for the Athenians to believe that 
Boreas was responsible for the Persian shipwrecks conflates myth with cult, and agrees with a 
cultural mindset at this time about the myths of their land, their ancestors, and their system of 
religion (though Socrates might not agree).   
 
Returning to the discussion of the oracle he says was received by the Athenians, Herodotus 
continued that when the Athenians at Chalkis perceived the storm was rising, or perhaps before that:  
 
 ἐθύοντό τε καὶ ἐπεκαλέοντο τόν τε Βορέην καὶ τὴν Ὠρειθυίην τιµωρῆσαι σφίσι καὶ 
 διαφθεῖραι τῶν βαρβάρων τὰς νέας, ὡς καὶ πρότερον περὶ Ἄθων.  
 
 They offered sacrifice and called on Boreas and Oreithyia to aid them and destroy the 
 barbarian ships, even as before on the coast of Athos.376 
 
Here, Herodotus is referring to the storm during Darius’ reign and abortive invasion, where three 
hundred Persian ships and more than twenty thousand men were destroyed on the coast of Athos 
when a great and unmanageable wind broke upon them. Herodotus wrote that those ships were 
destroyed when they were driven upon the coast, and the men either then perished, drowned, were 
dashed against the rocks, or were carried off by the abundance of wild beasts on the coasts of 
Athos.377 The Athenians thus believed and acted on this belief through action by making sacrifices 
and prayers, in Herodotus’ view because they thought as at Athos, Boreas had again intervened on 
their behalf to destroy the barbarian ships.378  
 
This was only the second out of three separate incidents concerning winds and storms that befell the 
Persians in this area.379 The third incident features in Book Eight, where Herodotus discusses 
another storm that destroyed part of the Persian fleet. Some Persians were sailing at night off the 
‘Hollows of Euboia’, around the north-east coast of Euboia, when a storm caught them out on the 
open sea. 
  
                                                
373 Pl. Phdr. 229e-30a. 
374 Pl. Phdr. 229b; Hanson 2005: 1-2. 
375 Hanson 2005: 1. 
376 Hdt. 7.189.  
377 Hdt. 6.44. 
378 McCartney 1933: 19.  
379 For a detailed discussion on the problem of the chronology of the storms in Herodotus’ account, see Molyneux 1992: 
163-6. 
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 Κατοῖσι δὲ ταχθεῖσι αὐτῶν περιπλέειν Εὔβοιαν ἡ αὐτή περ ἐοῦσα νὺξ πολλὸν ἦν ἔτι 
 ἀγριωτέρη, τοσούτῳ ὅσῳ ἐν πελάγεϊ φεροµένοισι ἐπέπιπτε, καὶ τὸ τέλος σφι ἐγίνετο 
 ἄχαρι. ὡς γὰρ δὴ πλέουσι αὐτοῖσι χειµών τε καὶ τὸ ὕδωρ ἐπεγίνετο ἐοῦσι κατὰ τὰ 
 Κοῖλα τῆς Εὐβοίης, φερόµενοι τῷ πνεύµατι καὶ οὐκ εἰδότες τῇ ἐφέροντο ἐξέπιπτον 
 πρὸς τὰς πέτρας· ἐποιέετό τε πᾶν ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ ὅκως ἂν ἐξισωθείη τῷ Ἑλληνικῷ τὸ 
 Περσικὸν µηδὲ πολλῷ πλέον εἴη. 
 
 But for those that were appointed to sail round Euboia, that same night was more cruel, 
 so much so as it caught them on the open sea, and it was a wretched end for them. For 
 the storm and the rain came upon them in their course off the Hollows of Euboia, they 
 did not know where they were driven by the wind, and they were cast upon the rocks. 
 All this was done by the god, so that the Persian power might be more equally 
 matched with the Greek, and not much greater than it.380 
 
Herodotus attributed the rising of this storm not to the winds, but to ‘the god’ (discussed in the next 
chapter), with his purpose to diminish the numbers of the Persian fleet so that their force was not 
much greater than that of the Greeks.381 According to Tartaron, these triple calamities that befell the 
Persians ‘present a characteristically Aegean cocktail of hazards’, as these violent winds and heavy 
seas that arise at night, forced along by high northerly winds and swift, shifting coastal currents, are 
the perfect mix to drive ships towards nearly invisible rocks on a rugged coastline that has but few 
places for safe anchorage.382 Indeed, locals in this area have testified that violent storms still strike 
this area of Euboia in summer.383  
 
At Artemision, Herodotus indicated some uncertainty that the events at the Sepiad headland were 
indeed due to Boreas. Although the Athenians believed that Boreas had been their saviour, 
Herodotus expressed his uncertainty about this report by saying, ‘εἰ µέν νυν διὰ ταῦτα... οὐκ ἔχω 
εἰπεῖν.’384 In fact, Herodotus even seemed uncertain as to when the Athenians called upon Boreas:  
 
 ...ναυλοχέοντες τῆς Εὐβοίης ἐν Χαλκίδι ὡς ἔµαθον αὐξόµενον τὸν χειµῶνα ἢ καὶ πρὸ 
 τούτου, ἐθύοντό τε καὶ ἐπεκαλέοντο τόν τε Βορέην καὶ τὴν Ὠρειθυίην... 
 
 ...and when at their station in Chalkis of Euboia they perceived that the storm was 
 rising, or perhaps before this, they offered sacrifice and called on Boreas and 
 Oreithyia...385 
 
This uncertainty about the tale, coupled with the fact that earlier in this same passage Herodotus 
does not mention exactly which oracle the Athenians received this advice from, strengthens the view 
that Herodotus did not believe that Boreas was the cause of the storm. Although Herodotus believed 
                                                
380 Hdt. 8.13. 
381 Mikalson 2003: 62-3. 
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383 Pritchett 1963: 6.  
384 Hdt. 7.189. ‘Now if it was because of these things... I cannot say.’ 
385 Hdt. 7.189.  
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many oracles to be legitimate, he also states that he only believes them when they come from true 
oracles, such as Delphi and Bakis.386 If Herodotus did not name the oracle, then perhaps it was 
because he did not deem it a legitimate oracle to consult.   
 
Herodotus wrote that the Athenians indeed believed Boreas to be the cause of the storm and 
subsequent Persian shipwrecks, and on their return home they built a ‘ἱερόν’, a temple or sacred site 
of Boreas by the river Ilissos.387 Plato’s Phaedros provides us with information about the location 
of this sacred site to Boreas, although he focuses on the βωµὸς, altar. Plato’s work places the altar 
where one crosses over to the precinct of Agra, the fields beyond the river and a little higher up 
from the altar of the Muses.388 Pausanias’ account corroborates this, as he discusses the area beside 
the Ilissos where Boreas carried off Oreithyia, and states that the Athenians also claim this to be 
sanctuary of other gods as well, with an altar to the Muses.389   
 
Wilamowitz puts forth the suggestion that when the altar was established, a poem by Simonides of 
Keos about the Battle of Artemision was potentially performed in Boreas’ honour to commemorate 
the event.390 Priscian preserved the full title of this poem, The Sea-Fight at Artemision, but the 
scholia on Apollonius Rhodius provides more information.391 We are told that Simonides discussed 
the story of Boreas and Oreithyia, and if composing a poem about Artemision, it would only be 
natural for him to mention the aid provided by Boreas, as well as to emphasise Boreas’ relationship 
to the Athenians by including the origin myth of his taking of Oreithyia from Athens.392  
 
An address to the wind by Simonides, as preserved by Himerius, could belong to the same poem: 
 
 λύσει δὲ τῆς νεὼς ᾠδὴ τὰ πείσµατα, ἣν ἱερὸς  
 προσᾴδουσιν Ἀθηναῖοι χορός, καλοῦντες ἐπὶ τὸ 
 σκάφος τὸν ἄνεµον, παρεῖναί τε αὐτὸν καὶ τῇ θεωρίδι 
 συµπέτεσθαι. ὁ δέ, ἐπιγνοὺς οἶµαι τὴν Κείαν ᾠδήν, ἣν  
 Σιµωνίδης αὐτῷ προσῇσε µετὰ τὴν θάλατταν, ἀκολουθεῖ 
 µὲν εὐθὺς τοῖς µέλεσι, πολὺς δὲ πνεύσας κατὰ πρύµνης 
 οὔριος ἐλαύνει τὴν ὁλκάδα τῷ πνεύµατι.  
 
 A song shall loose the cables of the ship, the song  
 which the Athenians sing on holy chorus, calling the  
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 wind to the vessel, and bidding it to be present and  
 to fly along with the sacred craft. And the wind, no  
 doubt recognising its own song which Simonides sang  
 to it after the sea (fight), immediately obeys the  
 music, and blowing strongly and favourably from the  
 stern drives on the ship before the breeze.393  
 
Here, the wind could be interpreted as Boreas, who, recognising his own song, the one which 
Simonides composed concerning the Battle of Artemision, comes to the aid of the Athenians, once 
more a loyal ally to those who have called upon him.  
 
Plato’s Phaedros and Simonides’ Sea Fight at Artemision both corroborate Herodotus’ account that 
the Athenians believed that Boreas intervened at Artemision. Since Simonides’ poem had such a 
strong connection to Boreas, and was likely performed at the establishment of his altar, this 
strengthens the connection between the Athenians and their belief that Boreas aided them against 
the Persians by destroying the barbarian ships, despite Herodotus himself not being convinced by 
the Athenians’ report. Due to Plato, the location of Boreas’ altar or sacred site is known, and Plato’s 
dialogue also highlights just how strongly myths were present in the minds of the ancient Greeks as 
attached to landscape.  
 
Herodotus’ account portrays the winds helping the Greeks, but only before the battle at Artemision 
begins, not actually during the battle itself.394 Unless Herodotus excluded the aid of the winds 
during the battle from his account, which seems unlikely, it appears that once the battle began, the 
elements had no intervention. Perhaps Boreas was thought to have deemed the destruction of a 
sizeable part of the Persian fleet help enough for the Athenians. Mikalson also notes that in both 
cases, that of the Athenians and the Delphians, a new sanctuary, altar, and sacrifices were 
established to a deity to whom they were giving thanks.395   
 
These passages from Herodotus about the Battle of Artemision are important for a number of 
reasons. They provide an insight into Herodotus’ own beliefs, particularly those about oracles. 
Herodotus believes the Delphians’ tale and their oracle, noting that to his day they still offer 
sacrifices of propitiation to the winds. This contrasts with the Athenians’ tale and their oracle about 
Boreas. Despite evidence from Plato and Simonides about the Athenians’ belief in Boreas’ 
intervention at Artemision, and that the Athenians believed strongly enough in this connection to 
establish an altar to Boreas upon their return home, Herodotus still showed uncertainty about this 
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λόγος and did not even name (or know) the oracle from which the Athenians received their 
response.  
 
This event is also important as it provides information about what Greeks of the early fifth century 
believed regarding oracles and deities, and how they would respond to events in times of difficulty. 
If the Delphians did not believe in the aid the winds would bring, they would not have set up an 
altar to them in the sanctuary of Thyia. Likewise, the Athenians would not have set up an altar to 
Boreas if they did not believe in the help he had brought them, in the minds of the Athenians, by the 
destruction of a large part of the Persian fleet. Oracles are frequently consulted in Herodotus for 
advice about war, and these passages confirm that consulting an oracle was still an important 
process before engaging in naval warfare.396 The process of consulting an oracle, receiving a 
response, praying to a deity, and expressing gratitude after the deity had aided them still occurred 
for maritime affairs, albeit with different deities appropriate for maritime religion. 
 
Thus far in Herodotus’ account, the Delphians credited the storm and subsequent Persian 
shipwrecks to the winds, and the Athenians attributed it to Boreas and Oreithyia. Herodotus 
continued on to say that on the second day after the storm had begun, Greek watchers ran down 
from the heights of Euboia and told the Greeks about the shipwrecks. When the Greeks learnt of 
this, they offered prayers and libations to Poseidon and made all speed back to Artemision.397 This 
is discussed in the next chapter, where the focus is on the pouring of libations to Poseidon as a 
sacrifice performed for a maritime god.  
 
This episode in Herodotus also demonstrates the local variation in the polytheistic Greek society of 
the early fifth century. For the same event, Herodotus records multiple deities addressed by 
different Greek city-states: the Delphians to the winds, the Athenians to Boreas and Oreithyia, and 
other Greeks to Poseidon. This is evidence of Greek pluralism and polytheism of the time, which, as 
Mikalson argues, is an important aspect of Greek life during this period.398 Although the Greeks had 
similar ways of showing thanks to their saviour deities, as shown by the establishment of new altars 
and sanctuaries, as well as by prayer, they also gave these thanks to different deities, as requested 
by different oracles they received, and different topography and mythical ancestry.   
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The Persians 
 
In Herodotus’ account of the storms around Artemision, he also wrote about the Persians’ response 
to these destructive winds and storms and the devastation of many of their ships. Herodotus wrote 
that the admirals of the fleet, fearing lest the Thessalians might attack them in their vulnerable 
position, built a high fence from the wreckage of their ships for protection.399 The storm lasted for 
three days, and it was proverbial that a storm in that region never lasted for three days, not even a 
winter storm.400 Herodotus writes: 
 
 τέλος δὲ ἔντοµά τε ποιεῦντες καὶ καταείδοντες γόησι οἱ Μάγοι τῷ ἀνέµῳ, πρός τε 
 τούτοισι καὶ τῇ Θέτι καὶ τῇσι Νηρηίσι θύοντες, ἔπαυσαν τετάρτῃ ἡµέρῃ.   
 
 And at last the Magi, by using victims and wizard’s spells on the wind, and by 
 sacrificing also to Thetis and the Nereids, did make it cease on the fourth day.401 
 
Herodotus wrote that eventually on the fourth day the wind ceased, after the Magi sacrificed and put 
spells on it. This is shown by the word καταείδοντες, the Ionic form for κατᾴδω, which can mean 
‘to sing’ or ‘charm by singing’, but also ‘to sing a spell’. The phrase that Herodotus uses, 
‘καταείδοντες γόῃσι ... τῷ ἀνέµῳ,’ means ‘charming the winds with howls’, as a γόης was one who 
‘howls out enchantments’, and thus a wizard, or a sorcerer.   
 
The words ἔντοµά ποιεῦντες at the beginning of the above passage mean ‘to offer as victims’. The 
use of these two words together occur twice in Herodotus’ work, once here, and once in Book Two. 
Both times they are used in relation to sacrifice to the winds. Ἔντοµα ἐποίησε is used in 2.119, and 
refers to two Egyptian children that the epic hero Menelaos sacrificed in order to gain favourable 
sailing weather.402 When Menelaos wished to leave Egypt, he was delayed by adverse weather and 
was unable to sail away. Herodotus wrote that Menelaos then devised and did a terrible deed 
(ἐπιτεχνᾶται πρῆγµα οὐκ ὅσιον) by taking ‘δύο παιδία ἀνδρῶν ἐπιχωρίων ἔντοµα σφέα ἐποίησε.’403 
The literal meaning of οὐκ ὅσιος is ‘against the law of nature’, and thus Herodotus passes harsh 
judgement on Menelaos’ actions, as he is a Greek man and should not be partaking in human 
sacrifice. Yet Herodotus does not pass the same judgement on non-Greeks who practice this act, as 
this is simply one of their νόµοι, as discussed in the previous chapter. Menelaos is an example of 
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how Herodotus only attributes human sacrifice to mythological Greeks, otherwise he attributes this 
act to foreigners.404 
 
This episode is heavily influenced by, and very possibly derived from, epic events such as Homer’s 
Odyssey, or from mythological events such as Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, which depict Agamemnon 
sacrificing his daughter Iphigeneia at Aulis in order to gain favourable sailing weather, since for the 
purpose of sailing, as the epigram at the start of this chapter demonstrates, no wind was just as 
undesirable as damaging winds.405 This passage demonstrates the prevalence of epic poems and 
mythological events that are still active in the minds of fifth century Greeks. Tales of Troy, 
Menelaos, and human sacrifice, despite occurring centuries earlier, were still remembered, were still 
being written about, and for the Greeks they still would have brought to mind these epic myths.  
 
Herodotus explicitly wrote that Menelaos sacrificed two Egyptian children, but despite using the 
same words to describe a sacrifice offered to the weather in Book Seven concerning the Persians, 
Herodotus does not give any explicit information about ‘the victims’ that were sacrificed to abate 
the storm, but this would also depend on what resources were available to them after the destruction 
of their ships.406 Common Persian animal sacrifices included horses, goats, sheep, cows, and 
chickens, but the previous chapter demonstrated that according to Herodotus, Persians did practice 
human sacrifice.407  
 
Herodotus stated that the Magi also sacrificed to Thetis and the Nereids. He wrote that the Magi, 
after hearing from the Ionians the story of how Peleus had carried Thetis off from that land (figures 
five and six), and that the whole of the Sepiad headland belonged to her and the other daughters of 
Nereus, then sacrificed to Thetis on the very spot she was seized.408 Gainsford argues that this story 
of Peleus seizing Thetis echoes the preface of Herodotus’ account, where he traced the history and 
the origin of the Persian Wars to conflicts over women that one nation had stolen from the other.409  
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Ovid’s Metamorphoses recounts the tale of how Peleus seized Thetis when she lay asleep on the 
shore in a grotto in a curved bay in Thessaly.410 Ovid’s description of the ‘curved bay’ matches the 
Pagasetic gulf (figure seven), which is framed by the Sepiad headland where the Persians were 
shipwrecked.  
 
                                                
410 Ov. Met. 11.221ff. 
Figure 5: Kylix illustration of Peleus wrestling 
Thetis while she metamorphoses to escape his 
grasp. Signed by Peithinos, ca. 500, Attic Red-
figure, Antikensammlung, Berlin, No. 200977. 
Figure 6: Pyxis illustration of Peleus pursuing Thetis. 
ca. 460, Attic Red-figure, Staatliche 
Antikensammlungen, Munich, Room 3, Schoen 
Collection 64. 
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Euripides’ tragic play Andromache of 425 also connects Thetis with the area of Sepias, when he 
wrote about ‘the hollow cave on the ancient promontory of Sepias’, and the Nereids associated with 
this cave.411 This play is also evidence for the connection of Thetis to the Sepiad headland, and is 
roughly contemporary with Herodotus’ work. Due to the association of Nereids with caves, it would 
be natural to connect Thetis and the Nereids with this area, and also with the sea caves at Veneto, 
known to Herodotus as Ἴπνους, the ‘Ovens’, one place upon where he wrote that some of the 
Persians ships were cast ashore.412   
 
After the Magi had performed these sacrifices and prayers to the wind, and to Thetis and the 
Nereids, the storm finally ceased on the fourth day. However, similar to the Athenians’ account, 
Herodotus showed scepticism to this tale, by writing that the storm may have stopped due to the 
Magi’s efforts, or, ‘ἄλλως κως αὐτὸς ἐθέλων ἐκόπασε.’413 As with the Athenians, Herodotus does 
not appear convinced by the Persians’ account, and displays scepticism about the Magi’s role in 
stopping the winds. Van Rookhuijzen argues that there is even an element of irony here. Although 
the Magi sacrifice to Thetis and the Nereids, it clearly does not work, as later more Persian ships are 
destroyed in a storm while rounding the Hollows of Euboia.414 He further argues that perhaps the 
Ionians advised this in order to sabotage the Persian advance into Greece.415 This passage is 
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Figure 7: Area of Thessaly, including the Pagasetic 
Gulf, and the Sepiad headland where the Persians 
were shipwrecked. Source: Google Maps. 
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interesting as according to Herodotus, the Persians listen to the Ionians, and sacrifice to what are 
essentially Greek deities.  
 
Parallels can be drawn between this account of the Persians praying and sacrificing to local gods 
and an earlier passage in Herodotus about Xerxes’ visit to Troy.416 Xerxes and his army had made 
camp for the night at the foot of Mt Ida in the territory of Ilion, and were then overwhelmed by 
‘βρονταί τε καὶ πρηστῆρες’, thunder and hurricanes, or perhaps very strong winds and thus a violent 
storm, in which many men perished.417 The army then continued to the river Scamander, and having 
arrived Xerxes ascended to the citadel of Priam, and then: 
 
 θεησάµενος δὲ καὶ πυθόµενος ἐκείνων ἕκαστα τῇ Ἀθηναίῃ τῇ Ἰλιάδι ἔθυσε βοῦς 
 χιλίας, χοὰς δὲ οἱ Μάγοι τοῖσι ἥρωσι ἐχέαντο. ταῦτα δὲ ποιησαµένοισι νυκτὸς φόβος 
 ἐς τὸ στρατόπεδον ἐνέπεσε. 
 
 Having viewed and enquired of all that was there he sacrificed a thousand kine to 
 Athena of Ilion, and the Magians offered libations to the heroes. And after these 
 things were done, a fear fell upon the army in the night.418  
 
How and Wells argue that the Magi were unlikely to pour libations to the dead heroes who had 
fallen at Troy, and thus argue that this sacrifice to Athena and the heroes either intended to 
conciliate the Asiatic Greeks, or that Herodotus misunderstood the rites that the Magi were 
performing.419 Although Herodotus does not explicitly link the storm, the offerings and the panic in 
the night, Mikalson argues that the storm may have indicated ‘the wrath of the Trojan Athena and 
heroes, that the offerings were Xerxes’ attempt to propitiate them, and that the panic indicated that 
the attempted propitiation failed.’420 If Mikalson is correct, there is a similar pattern occurring in 
Herodotus’ narrative at Artemision: a storm brings destruction and death, libations are subsequently 
poured and offerings given to the deity to whom that area is sacred, and the storm ceases, but later 
on another storm (at the Hollows of Euboia) brings great destruction to the same people. 
 
Other speculations for the Persians sacrificing to Thetis and the Nereids have also been put forward. 
Burn argues that perhaps the Persians considered Thetis to be one of the Zoroastrian water-spirits in 
the Avestan Yasna Haptanghaiti.421 However, due to the lack of knowledge of Zoroastrian religion 
in the fifth century, this is difficult to reconcile.422 Haubold argues that the Persian Magi would 
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have sacrificed to Greek divinities for the purpose of propaganda directed at the Greeks, yet Van 
Rookhuijzen argues against this, claiming that from Herodotus’ account, it is clear the Persians 
sacrificed to Thetis out of fear.423 Indeed, being shipwrecked on a foreign beach, surrounded by the 
enemy, with a powerful storm raging on with no end in sight, would be a fearful situation that 
would prompt one to try anything in order to be saved.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
These examples demonstrate that in Herodotus’ account, the Greeks believed that the winds could 
be used as a powerful weapon during wartime, and thus trying to control them was an important 
element of maritime religion. This episode is also significant for our understanding of Greek 
religion in the fifth century. In Herodotus’ narrative the Delphians and the Athenians, as well as the 
Persians, are depicted either sacrificing to the winds, or establishing altars to them. By recording 
this, Herodotus demonstrates the variable polytheistic nature of Greece at this time, as different 
city-states establish altars and sacrifice to different deities related to the same goal: control of, and 
thanks to, the winds. The next chapter examines episodes from Herodotus of prayers and libations 
to the gods at sea, beginning with Poseidon at Artemision, and discusses maritime votives dedicated 
in the sanctuaries of gods and heroes after naval battles.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
Ships out of Water: Maritime Prayers and Dedications to Deities 
 
 
  Ὅτ᾿ ἐξ ἀήτου Λίβυος, ἐκ ζαοῦς Νότου  
  συνεζοφώθη πόντος, ἐκ δὲ νειάτων  
  µυχῶν βυθῖτις ψάµµος ἐξηρεύγετο,  
  ἱστὸς δὲ πᾶς ὤλισθεν εἰς ἁλὸς πτύχας,  
  φορτὶς δ᾿ ἐσύρετ᾿ ἐς ἀΐδαν πλανωµένη,  
  ἀρωγοναύτας δαίµονας Λυσίστρατος  
  ἐλιπάρησεν· οἱ δὲ τῷ νεωκόρῳ  
  µούνῳ θάλασσαν ἀγρίαν ἐκοίµισαν. 
 
  When with the blasts of the Libyan wind, the fierce Sirocco,  
  the sea grew dark and belched up the sand  
  from her profoundest depths,  
  when every mast had fallen into the hollow of the deep  
  and the lost merchant ship was drifting to Hades,  
  Lysistratos called on the gods who help mariners,  
  and they, for the sake of the temple ministrant  
  alone, lulled the savage waves. 
 
      - Philippos of Thessalonika424  
 
 
This epigram demonstrates the dangers of the sea, waves, and wind, and the importance the Greek 
poetic tradition and religion put on gods in granting a safe journey. It was thought to be vital that 
one prayed and sacrificed properly to the appropriate god, or gods. The final chapter of this thesis 
focuses on maritime prayers to deities, and dedications in their sanctuaries that Herodotus records in 
his Histories. This chapter is divided into two sections that discuss the different types of maritime 
dedications performed to the gods as recorded by Herodotus. The first section examines prayers 
offered to maritime gods, predominately Poseidon, starting with the offerings to him at Artemision. 
The second section examines maritime votives dedicated to deities in their sanctuaries, 
predominantly dedications from naval victories. These dedications encompass a wide range of 
objects, such as triremes, ship’s prows, and statues, dedicated as thank-offerings to different deities 
for the aid they had provided in naval matters.      
 
As part of the discussion of these passages, Plutarch’s Life of Themistokles also features in this 
chapter, as a contrasting account to Herodotus’ version of events and as a testimonial for 
dedications during this time. This is due to the importance of the Battle of Salamis in this chapter, 
                                                
424 Anth. Pal. 9.290 (Paton 1917: 157). 
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as this particular battle holds great significance for the dedication of maritime votives in sanctuaries 
around Greece. The events around Artemision also feature in this chapter, as Herodotus places great 
focus on Salamis and Artemision as important episodes for maritime religion. These passages also 
serve to shed new light on Herodotus’ methods of writing history, as well as his piety and beliefs 
regarding divine intervention and retribution. 
 
 
SACRIFICE AND PRAYER TO THE GODS AT SEA 
 
Libations before sailing, accompanied by prayers and vows for safe arrival, were important aspects 
of maritime religion.425 The most extensive evidence in Herodotus’ account relates to the events 
around Artemision, as well as the great floodtide at Poteidaia. In Greek tradition, Herodotus credits 
many events at sea to Poseidon’s intervention and will, and these two places are prime examples of 
this, also demonstrating wider Greek belief in his interference and actions at sea. At Artemision, 
Herodotus writes of the Greeks’ offerings of prayers and libations to Poseidon after destructive 
storms destroyed many Persian ships, as discussed in the previous chapter. At Poteidaia, a huge 
well-timed floodtide that drowned many Persians was also credited to Poseidon, although the 
Poteidaians did not offer any sacrifice to him for his supposed actions. Nonetheless, the Poteidaians 
believed Poseidon to be the cause of this, and Herodotus agrees with them, referring to the 
profanation of his temple before the event. Finally, this section discusses natural disasters at sea, 
such as earthquakes, how the Greeks reacted to these fearful events, and which gods they deemed 
responsible. After one such earthquake, Herodotus depicts the Greeks praying to all the gods, and 
calling for Ajax and Telamon to come aid them from Salamis and Aegina, an episode which 
contributes to Themistokles ultimately crediting the Greeks’ success in the Persians Wars to the 
gods and heroes.    
 
Before the Battle of Artemision, Herodotus records the Delphians and Athenians praying to the 
winds for aid, as their respective oracles ordered, yet prayers and libations were also offered to 
Poseidon after the storm by the Greeks present at Artemision. 
 
 οἳ δὲ ὡς ἐπύθοντο, Ποσειδέωνι σωτῆρι εὐξάµενοι καὶ σπονδὰς προχέαντες τὴν 
 ταχίστην ὀπίσω ἠπείγοντο ἐπὶ τὸ Ἀρτεµίσιον. 
  
                                                
425 Burkert 1985: 71. See Brody (1998), Jameson (2014), and Beaulieu (2015: 1-58) for more on prayer and libations 
before sea travel.  
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 And when they (the Greeks) learned this, they offered prayers and libations to 
 Poseidon Soter (Saviour), and made all speed back to Artemision.426  
 
Herodotus wrote that the Greeks offered ‘prayers and libations to Poseidon’, before heading back to 
Artemision. However, unlike the Delphians and Athenians, Herodotus does not describe the other 
Greeks present as making prayers to the winds. Instead, when the winds blew and a destructive 
storm arose, destroying the Persian ships, and the other Greeks heard of this disaster which had 
befallen the Persians, they were said simultaneously to express their gratitude and credit the event to 
the deity they perceived to be responsible: Poseidon, god of the sea, as ‘Saviour’. They did so with 
prayers and libations, as appropriate thank offerings.427 This practice is similar to that discussed in 
Chapter One: prayer and the pouring of libations before embarking on a voyage, and then 
performing the same ritual once one had arrived safely at the destination.428 Since the other Greeks 
hadn’t received the oracles that the Athenians and Delphians did, they performed the standard 
practice of prayer and libation to the god that they believed had helped them and who was 
responsible for the storm that had benefited them, under his cult title ‘Saviour’. Burkert argues that 
it is tempting to suppose that the great bronze statue found in the sea off Artemision (figure eight) is 
indeed a statue of Poseidon, set up as a further thank-offering after the war for his efforts.429 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mikalson argues that it is not often that Herodotus depicts the Greeks praying, and even then 
seldom designates the god or deity to whom the prayer is directed. This episode at Artemision is 
                                                
426 Hdt. 7.192.  
427 Mikalson 2003: 62. 
428 Burkert 1985: 266-7. 
429 Burkert 1985: 137. 
Figure 8: Statue of Poseidon (also argued to be Zeus) found in the sea off 
Artemision, ca. 460, The National Archaeological Museum of Athens, No. 
X 15161. Photo by Author. 
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one of those exceptions.430 Herodotus continues to say that due to this event, ‘the Greeks’ continued 
to call Poseidon by the title of Soter, right up to his day:  
 
 Οἳ µὲν δὴ τὸ δεύτερον ἐλθόντες περὶ τὸ Ἀρτεµίσιον ἐναυλόχεον, Ποσειδέωνος 
 σωτῆρος ἐπωνυµίην ἀπὸ τούτου ἔτι καὶ ἐς τόδε νοµίζοντες. 
 
 So they came back once more and lay off Artemision, and ever since then to this day 
 they have called Poseidon by the title of Saviour.431 
 
This name ‘Soter’ was given to many Olympian deities, such as Apollo, but most often was given to 
Zeus.432 However, it was here for Poseidon’s contributions at sea that the Greeks gave him this 
epithet of Σωτήρ, ‘Saviour’.433 Yet literary evidence of Poseidon Soter is lacking, and instead 
Poseidon is more commonly called a ‘saviour of ships’. The Homeric Hymn to Poseidon 
demonstrates this by naming Poseidon as ‘σωτῆρά τε νηῶν.’434 There is also a marble tablet, found 
at Kertch in Crimea in 1880, dedicated by an admiral Pantaleon with an inscription: Ποσειδῶνι 
σωσίνεῳ καὶ Ἀφροδίτῃ ναυαρχίδι, ‘to Poseidon saviour of ships and to Aphrodite mistress of 
ships.’435 However, Poseidon may have held the title of Soter at his cults at Isthmia and Sounion, as 
it was at these sites that the Greeks later gave thank-offerings to him from the spoils of the Wars.436  
 
Mikalson argues that this epithet of Poseidon is linked with his sanctuary at Sounion, his role as 
protector of sailors, and especially with the victory of the Greek navy at the Battle of Salamis, after 
which Poseidon was given thank-offerings.437 This epithet was of particular interest, as safety was 
the Greeks’ concern here, not just victory. However, Mikalson continues on to say that perhaps this 
is making too much of a distinction between victory and safety, yet Herodotus does not anywhere 
depict the Greeks thanking the gods explicitly for a ‘victorious’ outcome in battle.438  
 
In Thessaly, Doris, and North Euboia, where these events took place, Poseidon was also an 
important god as ancestor of the people of that area.439 For Thessalians and Boiotians, Poseidon 
would have already been a prime god for them to offer prayer and libation as thanks. Therefore, at 
                                                
430 Mikalson 2003: 209n. 137. This episode at Artemision accounts for three of these occasions. Other examples include 
the mother of Kleobis and Biton to Hera at 1.31, and Ladike to Aphrodite at 2.181. See Mikalson’s note for a more 
comprehensive list.  
431 Hdt. 7.193. 
432 HW 1928: 216.   
433 Hdt. 7.193; Mikalson 2003: 113-4. 
434 HH 22 (Evelyn-White 1914: 449).  
435 Stephani 1881: 134-5. Frazer (2012b: 13) argues that these epithets are not known from other sources.  
436 Hdt. 8.121, 9.81. Denova (2019: 116) argues that at Sounion Poseidon was known as Poseidon Soter, and Mikalson 
(2004: 32-3) argues that Poseidon was worshipped as Soter at both Sounion and Isthmia.  
437 Mikalson 2004: 32-3. See Hdt. 8.121 for the thank-offerings.   
438 Mikalson 2003: 62. Pritchard (2018: 131) argues that the Athenians often attributed victory to personal ἀρετή. 
439 Larson 2007: 57, 65.  
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this event each city-state credited the storm to a deity that they believed was responsible: the winds 
(at the sanctuary of Thyia) by the Delphians, Boreas and Oreithyia by the Athenians, and finally, 
Poseidon by the Greeks.  
  
At Artemision, Poseidon was thanked as a maritime god, but he was not only a god of the sea. In 
the Homeric Hymn to Poseidon, he is depicted as god of the ‘unharvested’ sea and saviour of ships, 
but also god of horses, and shaker of the earth.440 Poseidon’s depiction as a shaker of the earth is 
likely related to his patronage of the sea, and is discussed next in relation to earthquakes in 
Herodotus. Mikalson theorises that these different epithets of Poseidon would represent distinct 
activities which Poseidon was thought to oversee: a sanctuary of Poseidon Soter would be asked to 
aid sailors travelling at sea, Poseidon Asphaleios was connected with earthquakes, and Poseidon 
Hippios with horses.441 Aristophanes’ Knights of 424 contains an invocation by the Chorus of 
different attributes associated with Poseidon:       
 
 ἵππι᾿ ἄναξ Πόσειδον, ᾧ  
 χαλκοκρότων ἵππων κτύπος   
 καὶ χρεµετισµὸς ἁνδάνει  
 καὶ κυανέµβολοι θοαὶ  
 µισθοφόροι τριήρεις,  
 µειρακίων θ᾿ ἅµιλλα λαµ- 
 πρυνοµένων ἐν ἅρµασιν  
 καὶ βαρυδαιµονούντων,  
 δεῦρ᾿ ἔλθ᾿ εἰς χορόν, ὦ χρυσοτρίαιν᾿, ὦ  
 δελφίνων µεδέων Σουνιάρατε,  
 ὦ Γεραίστιε παῖ Κρόνου,  
 Φορµίωνί τε φίλτατ᾿ ἐκ  
 τῶν ἄλλων τε θεῶν Ἀθη- 
 ναίοις πρὸς τὸ παρεστός. 
 
 Poseidon, Lord of Horses,  
 thrilling to the ring of horses’ hooves  
 clashing like bronze, and their neighing,  
 and to the swift triremes  
 with their blue rams and their cargoes,  
 and to the contest of youths  
 in their chariots, heading for the heights of glory  
 or the depths of ill fortune,  
 come to our dance, O god with the golden trident,  
 ruler of dolphins, worshipped at Sounion,  
 son of Kronos at Geraistos,  
 dearest to Phormio  
 and dearest of all the gods 
                                                
440 HH 22 (Evelyn-White 1914: 449). 
441 Mikalson 2004: 33-4. 
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 to the Athenians in this time!442  
  
Here, Poseidon is associated with horses and equestrian competitions, swift triremes and dolphins, 
worshipped at Sounion, and dearest of all gods to the Athenians at a time of naval war. Poseidon as 
god of the sea, earthquakes, and horses, could be viewed as an embodiment of elemental forces of 
movement. Sea storms and earthquakes were the most violent forms of energy the ancient Greeks 
encountered, as Burkert argues; the strongest energy they could control was the horse.443 Poseidon 
was an important god, for maritime affairs, earthquakes and horses, not only just for the Athenians, 
but for all Greeks, as shown by some forms of sacrifice to Poseidon made before sailing in Chapter 
One. Thus, the Greeks at Artemision were typical in praying and pouring libations to Poseidon 
Soter after what they believed he had done for them.         
 
Furthermore, this is one of the few instances where Herodotus names the deity to whom the Greeks 
offer sacrifice.444 Mikalson argues that when Herodotus does name the recipient of a sacrifice, this 
sacrifice is usually part of a new or altered cult. This naming of the recipient then functions in 
Herodotus as the aetiology for later cult practices.445 By including this in his account, Herodotus 
gives his explanation for the Poseidon Soter known and worshipped up until his day. 
 
Although Poseidon was an appropriate god for the Greeks to pour libations and pray to at 
Artemision, he was not the only god thanked. Herodotus mentions the temple of Artemis Proseoa, 
‘facing the East/Dawn’, in the territory of Histiaia (modern day Pevki Bay).446 Habbo Gerhard 
Lolling located the site of this temple in 1883 and discovered an inscription dating to the late 
second century, just adjacent to the ruins.447 This inscription connected Artemis with the pyrriche 
(arms dances), indicating she was worshipped here as a war goddess, and the walls found near the 
temple point towards the Strait of Skiathos, the battle site, reflecting her epithet ‘Proseoa’.448 
Plutarch gives a description of the temple, and mentioned a monument established there for Artemis 
                                                
442 Ar. Eq. 551-64. Poseidon was especially dear to the Athenians in 424 due to the naval war at Naupaktos with the 
Lakedaimonians (Thuc. 2.79-94).      
443 Burkert 1985: 139. Homer provides a fantastic description of Poseidon’s power over the sea and weather in the 
Odyssey at 5.291-8, when he has Poseidon stir up a violent storm after seeing Odysseus out at sea on a raft. 
444 Mikalson 2003: 28. Others include sacrifice to the Twelve gods at their altar in Athens (6.108), sacrifices to the 
winds, as discussed in Chapter Two (7.178, 189), and offerings to the hero Artachaees at Acanthos (7.117).  
445 Mikalson 2003: 28.  
446 Hdt. 7.176. 
447 See IG XII (9) 1189 for the inscription (Frost 1980: 109-10).   
448 Van Rookhuijzen 2018: 139. Artemis was also a protector of sailors, depicted at Delos with a boat on her shoulders, 
and is depicted as a saviour of ships in the Argonautika (Ap. Rhod. Argon. 1.570; Fischer-Hansen 2009: 211; Hall 2013: 
88). She is also connected with the Cretan Diktynna, ‘Lady of the Nets’, as in Callimachus (Hymn 3 to Artemis, 188ff) 
and Diodorus Siculus (5.76.3).   
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Proseoa.449 Plutarch wrote that it had trees growing around it and a ring of upright steles of white 
stone; one of the steles had this elegiac poem inscribed on it: 
 
 Παντοδαπῶν ἀνδρῶν γενεὰς Ἀσίας ἀπὸ χώρας 
 παῖδες Ἀθηναίων τῷδέ ποτ᾿ ἐν πελάγει 
 ναυµαχίῃ δαµάσαντες, ἐπεὶ στρατὸς ὤλετο Μήδων, 
 σήµατα ταῦτ᾿ ἔθεσαν παρθένῳ Ἀρτέµιδι.  
 
 The children of the Athenians on this sea once  
 defeated races of all sorts of men from the land of Asia  
 in a sea battle, when the army of the Medes perished,  
 they established these tokens (σήµατα) to the maiden Artemis.450  
   
By including this information in his account, Plutarch was indicating the importance he believed 
this episode held. He even quotes Pindar in saying that, ‘ὅθι παῖδες Ἀθαναίων ἐβάλοντο φαεννὰν 
κρηπῖδ᾽ἐλευθερίας’: ‘it was there that Athens’ children laid down the gleaming foundation of 
liberty.’451 For Plutarch, this was the start of the Greek victory and thus an important event and 
monument to record. He also displays his anger against Herodotus, believing Herodotus to have 
significantly downplayed the Greek victory at Artemision in his version of events.452  
 
Plutarch continues that there is a place on the shore in the middle of a long stretch of sand where 
from deep down there comes up a dark ashy powder. According to Plutarch, this was the product of 
fire, and was believed to be the place where the wrecks and the dead bodies were burned.453 
Herodotus did not write anything about this, the monument, nor does he explicitly state that this 
was the place where the bodies and wrecked ships were burnt.454 However, he does say that in the 
final part of the battle many Greek men and ships perished (yet far more of the foreigners’ ships and 
men perished), and that when each side left the battle, the Greeks were left in possession of the dead 
and the wrecks.455 Presumably, it was these bodies and wrecks that Plutarch is referring to, burnt on 
                                                
449 Van Rookhuijzen (2018: 139) argues that the temple itself was a victory monument for the battle, as archaeological 
evidence indicated that it post-dated the battle. 
450 Plut. Them. 8.4-5. Mikalson (2003: 63) argues that this elegiac poem has been attributed to Simonides.  
451 Plut. Them. 8.2. 
452 Plut. De Mal. H. 34.  
453 Plut. Them. 8.6. Gauer (1968: 117-20) claims that this monument, similar to the steles over the graves near 
Thermopylai listed in Herodotus 7.228, marked the battlefield and honoured those who fought there. A usual battlefield 
trophy was not established because neither of the battles at Artemision and Thermopylai were conventional victories 
(Mikalson 2003: 212n. 194).  
454 Van Rookhuijzen (2018: 139) argues that it is impossible to know when these monuments were established, and thus 
they could have been set up considerably later than Herodotus.  
455 Hdt. 8.16, 18. Thucydides (2.34) and Pausanias (1.29.4) both also discuss where the dead from battles were buried in 
Athens. For more on the private and public burials of the war dead in the sixth and fifth centuries and Herodotus’ lack 
of interest in where the dead were buried following battles, see Chapter One of Arrington (2015).  
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the shore at Artemision.456 Herodotus mentions a similar occurrence after the battle of Mykale. 
Once the βάρβαροι had been defeated, the Greeks brought their booty on to the beach, and then 
burnt the ships and sailed away.457 
 
Returning to Herodotus’ account, the storm at Artemision was not the only one that befell the 
Persians in this area, as noted in Chapter Two. Those of the Persian fleet who were sailing around 
the Hollows of Euboia were also caught in a storm, and more of the fleet was destroyed, prompting 
Herodotus to write that all this was being done ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ, ‘by the god’, so as to make the Persian 
power more equal to that of the Greeks. However, in this event no sacrifice was offered nor any 
dedications made, but this still remains an important passage for maritime religion, and for 
Herodotus’ own beliefs and narrative of explanation of events on the matter. Herodotus says that in 
the wrecking of these further ships:    
  
 ἐποιέετό τε πᾶν ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ ὅκως ἂν ἐξισωθείη τῷ Ἑλληνικῷ τὸ Περσικὸν µηδὲ 
 πολλῷ πλέον εἴη. 
 
 All this was done by the god, so that the Persian power might be more equally matched 
 with the Greek, and not much greater than it.458 
 
Storms were rare during Summer, so to Greek readers, it made sense that this particularly destructive 
storm must have been due to divine intervention.459 Mikalson argues that by this unnamed god, 
Herodotus refers to Poseidon, but Herodotus himself does not say anything more on the matter.460 
Harrison argues that one must embrace the possibility that not just one singular god, but instead 
Boreas, Zeus, and Poseidon all could have been responsible.461 However, Linforth argues that to 
supply Boreas, Zeus, or Poseidon as the one responsible for the storm is ‘to know more than 
Herodotus knew in the matter’, and that ‘τοῦ θεοῦ’ is simply ‘the god who caused the storm.’462 
Perhaps Boreas or Poseidon are the more likely candidates due to the Athenians’ and other Greeks’ 
belief in their previous intervention at Artemision, but Herodotus’ use here of τοῦ θεοῦ quite possibly 
could be due to the different accounts he received from different people, encompassing different 
deities he heard were responsible for the storm. For the Athenians then, it may have been Boreas, and 
for the other Greeks, it may have been Poseidon. Thus, by writing ‘τοῦ θεοῦ’, Herodotus is simply 
                                                
456 Cremation and the burning of bodies was one form of Greek burial practice in the Classical period, see Mirto (2012: 
84-9) for more on cremation and its depiction in Classical tragedies. Cook (1983: 154) argues that because of the divine 
nature of fire in Persian religion, the burning of the dead would be pollution. 
457 Hdt. 9.106.  
458 Hdt. 8.13. 
459 HW 1968: 238.  
460 Mikalson 2003: 137.  
461 Harrison 2000: 173n. 63. 
462 Linforth 1928: 226.  
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just stating that whichever god it was that caused the storm, it was that god who was trying to give the 
Greeks a more equal battlefield.  
 
Another theory is that by not naming the god responsible, Herodotus could also just be ‘following 
normal practices’. Mikalson argues that describing events that were not connected to a specific 
sanctuary or ritual as ‘divine’ was a characteristically Greek trait, and thus does not provide any 
personal beliefs of the writer, in this case, Herodotus’.463 Earlier in Book Seven, Herodotus had the 
Persian Artabanos (son of Hystaspes) discuss the pride of the divine in his speech, and how ‘the god 
loves to bring low all things of surpassing greatness.’464 Artabanos then continued on to say that a 
large army is thus destroyed by a smaller one, when the jealous god sends panic or the thunderbolt 
among them, as ‘the god does not suffer pride in anyone but himself.’465 This certainly was the case at 
Artemision, where a great part of the much larger Persian force was destroyed, as Herodotus writes, 
‘by the god.’   
 
Harrison also argues that Herodotus credited this event to divine influence due to the number of 
misfortunes that occurred in this area in such a short amount of time.466 In 8.12, Herodotus wrote 
that this same storm at the Hollows of Euboia also caused problems for the Persians at Aphetai, as 
while night was falling the dead and wrecks were driven to Aphetai by the storm, becoming 
entangled in the prows and oars of the ships.467 Thus Harrison argues that this whole sequence of 
disastrous events, the storm at Pelion, the sea battle that was fought that day until night fell, and 
then the storm at the Hollows of Euboia, appears to be the reason for Herodotus’ reasoning that 
there was a divine purpose which was the driving force behind these events.468 Herodotus also 
seems more likely to believe in divine intervention and natural miracles when legitimate oracles were 
received about the event, such as the Delphic oracle about praying to the winds before the battle at 
Artemision. Herodotus does not believe all unusual natural events to be divine, but the rare 
frequency and timing of the storms at Artemision, given the stakes involved, leads him to suppose that 
this was one such occasion. By using divinity in his account, this also may have been a way for 
Herodotus to explain why the Persians suffered such disaster, but not the Greeks: at Artemision, the 
divine was on the Greeks’ side.469  
 
                                                
463 Mikalson 2003: 139.  
464 Hdt. 7.10. ‘φιλέει γὰρ ὁ θεὸς τὰ ὑπερέχοντα πάντα κολούειν.’ 
465 Hdt. 7.10. ‘οὐ γὰρ ἐᾷ φρονέειν µέγα ὁ θεὸς ἄλλον ἢ ἑωυτόν.’ 
466 Harrison 2000: 94. 
467 Apart from this and the storm, the Persians at Aphetai also had to deal with the sea battle earlier that day (Hdt. 8.12). 
See Van Rookhuijzen (2018: 140-3) for more on Aphetai.  
468 Harrison 2000: 94.  
469 Mikalson 2003: 63. 
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Floodtides 
 
The next episode also depicts Herodotus crediting a natural event to divine intervention. In 8.129, 
Herodotus wrote of a πληµµυρὶς, a floodtide, that swept away and drowned many Persians at 
Poteidaia, and the Poteidaians themselves claimed that their patron god Poseidon was the cause. This 
is a significant episode in Herodotus’ narrative as it is another occurrence of great destruction to the 
Persian army that was credited to Poseidon. However, as previously with the Hollows of Euboia, 
although this event is credited to a god, no sacrifice or dedication is listed as offered for the divine 
help. This episode occurred after Artabazos had besieged and taken Olynthos while also laying siege 
to Poteidaia. Then: 
 
  Ἀρταβάζῳ δὲ ἐπειδὴ πολιορκέοντι ἐγεγόνεσαν τρεῖς µῆνες, γίνεται ἄµπωτις τῆς 
 θαλάσσης µεγάλη καὶ χρόνον ἐπὶ πολλόν. ἰδόντες δὲ οἱ βάρβαροι τέναγος γενόµενον 
 παρήισαν ἐς τὴν Παλλήνην. ὡς δὲ τὰς δύο µὲν µοίρας διοδοιπορήκεσαν, ἔτι δὲ τρεῖς 
 ὑπόλοιποι ἦσαν, τὰς διελθόντας χρῆν εἶναι ἔσω ἐν τῇ Παλλήνῃ, ἐπῆλθε πληµµυρὶς τῆς 
 θαλάσσης µεγάλη, ὅση οὐδαµά κω, ὡς οἱ ἐπιχώριοι λέγουσι, πολλάκις γινοµένη. οἱ µὲν 
 δὴ νέειν αὐτῶν οὐκ ἐπιστάµενοι διεφθείροντο, τοὺς δὲ ἐπισταµένους οἱ Ποτιδαιῆται 
 ἐπιπλώσαντες πλοίοισι ἀπώλεσαν. αἴτιον δὲ  λέγουσι Ποτιδαιῆται τῆς τε ῥηχίης καὶ 
 τῆς πληµµυρίδος καὶ τοῦ Περσικοῦ πάθεος γενέσθαι τόδε, ὅτι τοῦ Ποσειδέωνος ἐς τὸν 
 νηὸν καὶ τὸ ἄγαλµα τὸ ἐν τῷ προαστείῳ ἠσέβησαν οὗτοι τῶν Περσέων οἵ περ καὶ 
 διεφθάρησαν ὑπὸ τῆς θαλάσσης· αἴτιον δὲ τοῦτο λέγοντες εὖ λέγειν ἔµοιγε δοκέουσι. 
 τοὺς δὲ περιγενοµένους ἀπῆγε Ἀρτάβαζος ἐς  Θεσσαλίην παρὰ Μαρδόνιον.  
 
 When Poteidaia had been besieged by Artabazos for three months, there was a great 
 ebb-tide in the sea, lasting for a long time. And when the βάρβαροι saw that the sea 
 became a marsh they made to pass over it into Pallene. But when they had travelled 
 through two parts of it and they still had three parts to cross before they would be in 
 Pallene, there came a great floodtide from the sea, greater, as the people of the place 
 say, than any of the many that had been before. And some of them that did not 
 know how to swim were drowned, and those that knew were slain by the 
 Poteidaians, who sailed upon them in boats. The Poteidaians say about the cause of the 
 high sea and flood and the Persian disaster, that those same Persians who now perished 
 in the sea had profaned the temple and the image of Poseidon that was in the front of 
 the town, and I think that in saying that this was the cause they seem to me to speak 
 rightly. Those  that escaped alive were led away by Artabazos to Mardonios in 
 Thessaly.470 
 
Here at Poteidaia, Mikalson argues that Herodotus presents one of his strongest assertions of 
miraculous divine assistance given to the Greeks: with one well-timed floodtide, Poseidon 
destroyed this besieging force of Persians.471 The Poteidaians believe the cause of this flood to be 
Poseidon’s work, as retribution for the earlier impious actions of the Persians against their temple 
and image of Poseidon, and Herodotus appears to agree with the Poteidaians’ account. Poseidon 
                                                
470 Hdt. 8.129. Reicherter, Mathes-Schmidt, and Papanikolaou (2018) have identified a tsunami that matches Herodotus’ 
description of this one at Poteidaia.    
471 Mikalson 2003: 86, 114. 
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was an important god to Poteidaia, the city was named after him, and the temple and image there 
were his.472 Herodotus did not record any dedication offered to Poseidon, nor any other form of 
sacrifice, despite the Poteidaians’ belief that Poseidon was responsible for this event. However, in 
this particular occasion, perhaps the Greeks believed that Poseidon did not need to be propitiated, as 
he may have sent the floodtide as retribution for the treatment of his sanctuary by the Persians, and 
thus he was destroying the Persians for himself, not for the Poteidaians. Or, the restoration of his 
desecrated temple and image likely followed, as thanks.  
 
This agrees with the argument from Chapter One that the gods would punish those who acted 
impiously against them.473 As Parker argues, occurrences of the divine striking down those who 
violate the sanctity of their temples and sacred images are all too common in ancient Greek 
sources.474 Harrison argues that the floodtide at Poteidaia was seen as one such act of retribution, 
especially since the victims were Persians. Moreover, tidal waves were also naturally ascribed to 
Poseidon, as were other natural disasters such as earthquakes.475 Harrison argues that the 
Poteidaians would not have connected this floodtide with the act of sacrilege against Poseidon if 
they themselves had also been caught up or killed in this disaster.476 Burn sums up the whole affair 
nicely by arguing that: 
 
 The whole phenomenon was no doubt caused by an undersea earth-tremor; after their 
 fashion, the Poteidaians were perfectly right in attributing it to their patron god, 
 Poseidon the Earth-Shaker.477 
 
One final point to discuss from this episode is Herodotus’ comment, ‘αἴτιον δὲ τοῦτο λέγοντες εὖ 
λέγειν ἔµοιγε δοκέουσι’, ‘and I think that in saying that this was the cause they speak rightly’. The fact 
that the Persians killed in the floodtide were the same men who had earlier violated the sanctuary of 
Poseidon, combined with the maritime attributes of Poseidon and his connection with floodtides, 
suggests to the Poteidaians, and by extension, Herodotus, that Poseidon was indeed responsible for this 
event.478 Linforth argues that if the profanation of a shrine was then followed by a disaster, then people 
could not help but believe that the god of that shrine had caused the disaster.479 Herodotus reports 
multiple other occurrences of similar situations such as this, but he does not express his own opinion 
                                                
472 HW 1968: 277; Mikalson 2003: 114. Burkert (1985: 136) argues that Poseidon is clearly a composite name and has 
different variants. For example: Mycenaean ‘Poseidaon’, and the Dorian ‘Poteidan’. 
473 Hdt. 5.56. 
474 Parker 1983: 168. For some examples of divine retribution and punishment for violating temples and sacred images 
see: Hdt. 1.19, 5.85, and Aesch. Ag. 338-42, Pers. 809-15.  
475 HW 1968: 277. 
476 Harrison 2000: 114-5. 
477 Burn 1962: 499. 
478 Harrison 2000: 180.  
479 Linforth 1928: 215.  
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about them.480 Yet here at Poteidaia, he expressly agrees with the Poteidaians’ account that Poseidon 
was the one responsible.481   
 
 
Earthquakes  
 
Earthquakes were also attributed to Poseidon, and this next section examines Herodotus’ beliefs about 
Poseidon’s involvement in earthquakes, and also examines one report of an earthquake that occurred 
on both land and sea, and how the Greeks reacted to it. To begin, Book Seven features one passage 
that is significant for the Thessalians’ beliefs about Poseidon and earthquakes, and also for what 
Herodotus says about the matter. Herodotus, in discussing the previous geography of Thessaly, wrote 
about how Thessaly used to be enclosed all around by high mountains. He continued that in the midst 
of these mountains was the vale of Thessaly, and that many rivers poured into this vale. These waters 
then united together, taking the name of the Peneios, and then issued into the sea by a narrow 
passage.482 However, Herodotus wrote that in ancient days this passage did not yet exist, but he did 
give an account about how it came to be:  
 
 αὐτοὶ µέν νυν Θεσσαλοί φασι Ποσειδέωνα ποιῆσαι τὸν αὐλῶνα δι᾿ οὗ ῥέει ὁ Πηνειός, 
 οἰκότα λέγοντες· ὅστις γὰρ νοµίζει Ποσειδέωνα τὴν γῆν σείειν καὶ τὰ διεστεῶτα ὑπὸ 
 σεισµοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ τούτου ἔργα εἶναι, κἂν ἐκεῖνο ἰδὼν φαίη Ποσειδέωνα ποιῆσαι· ἔστι 
 γὰρ σεισµοῦ ἔργον, ὡς ἐµοὶ φαίνεται εἶναι, ἡ διάστασις τῶν ὀρέων. 
 
 Now the Thessalians themselves say that Poseidon made this passage through where 
 the Peneios flows, and this is reasonable, for whoever thinks that Poseidon is the shaker 
 of the earth, and that rifts made by earthquakes are works of that god, will believe from 
 seeing that passage that it was done by Poseidon, for it is the work of an earthquake, as 
 it seems to me, that has separated the mountains.483 
 
The Thessalians believed that Poseidon was responsible for the earthquake that made the gorge 
through which the river Peneios flowed.484 Linforth argues that this is a most striking revelation of 
Herodotus’ attitudes about matters such as these, as Herodotus states that the Thessalians’ belief is a 
                                                
480 For other examples, see Hdt. 1.19, 105, and 6.91 (Linforth 1928: 215-6).  
481 Herodotus also expresses a similar opinion about the battle of Plataia, which was fought near a sanctuary of 
Demeter. During the battle, no Persian even so much as entered the sanctuary, and Herodotus gave his opinion that this 
was because the goddess Demeter herself denied the Persians entry into her sanctuary, as they had previously burnt her 
temple at Eleusis (Hdt. 9.65). Also see Hdt. 7.137: ‘This seems to me to be an indication of the divine.’ 
482 Hdt. 7.129. 
483 Hdt. 7.129. There is also an epithet of Poseidon Ἀσφάλειος, Steadfast, associated with earthquakes (Mikalson 2004: 
32). Aristophanes mentions this epithet in Acharnians 682. An inscription (ML 23) of the much debated Themistokles 
Decree found at Troizen also states that before the warships set out, the Boule and generals should sacrifice to, among 
other gods, Poseidon Ἀσφάλειος (Mikalson 2003: 58-9).   
484 Also see Hdt. 5.82-7 for a story from the Athenians about an earthquake and thunderstorm overwhelming an 
Athenian trireme crew that was responsible for dragging away images of Damia and Auxesia from the Aiginetans, 
although the Aiginetans had originally stolen the images from the Epidaurians, and the Athenians were trying to recover 
these wooden images.   
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reasonable one.485 Herodotus believes that an earthquake made the gorge, and he writes that whoever 
believes that Poseidon is responsible for causing earthquakes, will see that an earthquake caused the 
passage, and that Poseidon was responsible. However, Harrison argues that Herodotus is ‘parodying’ 
the Thessalians’ account: their account is reasonable, if one accepts the ‘absurd’ premise that 
Poseidon is responsible for earthquakes.486   
 
Yet a later example of the belief that Poseidon caused earthquakes is seen by the destruction of Helike 
in Achaia in 373. Here, Pausanias wrote of the µήνιµα, the wrath, which came from Poseidon against 
the city when Ionian envoys had come to claim the great bronze statue of Helike and the inhabitants 
refused. Pausanias continued that the people of Helike killed these envoys, removing them from the 
sanctuary of Poseidon and murdering them, and without delay Poseidon caused an earthquake that 
swallowed everything up without a trace.487 The Greeks thus had a long tradition of associating 
Poseidon with earthquakes as well as tidal waves. However, Poseidon was not always directly 
associated with earthquakes by Herodotus, as the next two examples demonstrate.  
 
The first is an earthquake which occurred at Delos, which Herodotus wrote was the first and last 
earthquake at Delos, according to the Delians, and which he credited to ‘ὁ θεός’:   
 
 … Δῆλος ἐκινήθη, ὡς ἔλεγον Δήλιοι, καὶ πρῶτα καὶ ὕστατα µέχρι ἐµεῦ σεισθεῖσα. καὶ 
 τοῦτο µέν κου τέρας ἀνθρώποισι τῶν µελλόντων ἔσεσθαι κακῶν ἔφαινε ὁ θεός. 
 
 … Delos was moved, as the Delians say, having been shaken for the first and last time, 
 before my time. The god sent this portent, as it appears, to be an omen of the ills that 
 were coming to men.488 
 
Herodotus continued on to say that indeed more ills had befallen Greece than in twenty generations 
before Darius, and that there had been an oracle predicting an earthquake at Delos. Since these ills 
had occurred, combined with the oracle that predicted such an earthquake, Herodotus stated that it 
was no wonder that there should be an earthquake in Delos when there had been none before this.489 
As Harrison argues, this is the clear difference between this earthquake and the one at the Peneios 
gorge. At the gorge, there is no suggestion that this earthquake had been predicted or was an omen, 
                                                
485 Linforth 1928: 217.  
486 Harrison 2000: 95. 
487 Paus. 7.24.6-13. See Katsonopoulou (2002, 2009) for more on Helike and the sanctuary of Poseidon there, and 
Homer (Od. 5.380-1) for Aigai (near Helike), as the seat of Poseidon. Also see Paus. 4.24.6 for a near identical 
occurrence at Tainaron in the Peloponnese in 464.     
488 Hdt. 6.98. 
489 Thucydides has a similar account of only one earthquake occurring at Delos, even using the same phrase as 
Herodotus, ‘Δῆλος ἐκινήθη’, but dates it to almost sixty years later (Thuc. 2.8.3). See Rusten (2013) and Scott (2005: 
345-6) for more on the problems associated with dating this earthquake and suggestions for the differing accounts of 
Herodotus and Thucydides.   
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instead it was simply a way to understand the topography of the land in Herodotus’ time. At Delos, 
no direct god was credited with this earthquake, but nonetheless this event still remained a divine 
one.490 Herodotus did not always credit every event such as an earthquake to divine influence, but in 
some cases it appears that he did believe that divine interference was the cause of a natural disaster.   
 
The second is the most significant passage concerning earthquakes for this chapter, as Herodotus 
recorded an earthquake that occurred on both land and sea, and gave the subsequent decision and 
actions of the Greeks after this earthquake: to pray to all the gods. This episode occurs just after 
Xerxes had taken Athens and the Acropolis, and the Greeks at Salamis had heard of this matter and 
some wished to flee back to the Peloponnese. However, after much fierce discussion between 
Themistokles and Eurybiades, Themistokles finally won him over and a decision was made to stay 
and fight by sea at Salamis, rather than to flee to the Isthmus and the Peloponnese and lose more of 
Greece to Xerxes.491  
 
 Οὕτω µὲν οἱ περὶ Σαλαµῖνα ἔπεσι ἀκροβολισάµενοι, ἐπείτε Εὐρυβιάδῃ ἔδοξε, αὐτοῦ 
 παρεσκευάζοντο ὡς ναυµαχήσοντες. ἡµέρη τε ἐγίνετο καὶ ἅµα τῷ ἡλίῳ ἀνιόντι σεισµὸς 
 ἐγένετο ἔν τε τῇ γῇ καὶ τῇ θαλάσσῃ. ἔδοξε δέ σφι εὔξασθαι τοῖσι θεοῖσι καὶ 
 ἐπικαλέσασθαι τοὺς Αἰακίδας  συµµάχους. ὡς δέ σφι ἔδοξε, καὶ ἐποίευν ταῦτα· 
 εὐξάµενοι γὰρ πᾶσι τοῖσι θεοῖσι, αὐτόθεν µὲν ἐκ Σαλαµῖνος Αἴαντά τε καὶ Τελαµῶνα 
 ἐπεκαλέοντο, ἐπὶ δὲ Αἰακὸν καὶ τοὺς ἄλλους Αἰακίδας νέα ἀπέστελλον ἐς Αἴγιναν. 
 
 Thus after this wordy skirmish the Greeks at Salamis prepared, since it seemed good to 
 Eurybiades, to fight a naval battle. At the same time as sunrise on the next day there 
 was an earthquake on land and sea. It  seemed right to them that they should  pray to the 
 gods, and to call the sons of Aeacus to be their allies. As it seemed good to them, so 
 they did these things, they prayed to all the gods, and called Ajax and Telamon to 
 come to them from Salamis, where the Greeks were, and they sent a ship to Aigina for 
 Aeacus and the other Aeacidae.492 
 
This earthquake is dealt with in a different manner to the previous two passages. Firstly, Herodotus 
does not make any comment about his personal opinion, instead only narrating the Greeks’ reaction. 
Instead of crediting this earthquake to a single deity, the Greeks pray to all the gods, and more 
specifically, they decide to call upon the sons of Aeacus, Ajax and Telamon, to come to them from 
Salamis, and also send out a ship to Aigina for Aeacus and the other Aeacidae.493 Perhaps the 
Greeks called upon all the gods because this earthquake occurred upon both land and sea, and also 
                                                
490 Harrison 2000: 96.  
491 Hdt. 8.53-63. Themistokles in his speech (8.60) also says that an oracle foretold their victory at Salamis. According 
to Plutarch, Themistokles’ speech was supported by a favourable omen of an owl flying through the fleet on the right 
side of the ships and alighting on the masthead of his ship while he was delivering his speech on the deck (Plut. Themis. 
12.1).   
492 Hdt. 8.64.  
493 The earthquake occurring at sunrise is also of importance, HW (1968: 149) argue that the ‘appearance of the 
heavenly light was an auspicious moment for any great undertaking.’  
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because the fleet was made up of different city states of Greece, as different areas of Greece would 
call upon different deities for an event such as this.  
 
Most interesting though, is the Greeks’ decision to call upon the sons of Aeacus. Herodotus names 
them as Telamon, the son of the first king of Aigina, Aeacus, and Ajax, the son of Telamon and 
thus the grandson of Aeacus.494 Salamis was the ‘island of Ajax’ and thus the support of a local god 
of the battlefield was sought.495 Indeed later at 8.121, Ajax even received a Phoenician trireme, 
spoils of the Battle of Salamis, dedicated to him at Salamis. Clearly, the Greeks believed Ajax to 
have been an important enough help to them that they deemed him worthy enough to receive a 
whole trireme at Salamis. This is one of three Phoenician triremes dedicated to different deities after 
the battle, which is discussed in the next section.   
 
By sending a ship to Aigina for Aeacus and his descendants, the Greeks may have been requesting 
images, and if so this is not the first time this occurred in Herodotus’ narrative.496 In Book Five, the 
Thebans sought an alliance with the Aiginetans against Athens, and asked for their aid.497 The 
Aiginetans replied that they were sending the sons of Aeacus. This aid they sent was most likely 
images of Aeacus and his sons, especially due to what happened next.498 After a rough encounter 
with the Athenians, Herodotus wrote that the Thebans sent back Aeacus and his sons, and asked for 
men instead.499 This would appear then that the Aiginetans had indeed sent the images to the 
Thebans.  
 
However, for the events at Salamis, and the upcoming battle there, How and Wells argue that, ‘the 
idea clearly is that the coming of the image would ensure also the spiritual presence and aid of the 
heroes.’500 Ajax specifically had a long-standing connection with Salamis, as even in Homer’s Iliad 
Ajax says that he was born and reared in Salamis.501 Furthermore, Farnell argues that Ajax’s oldest 
hero cult was in Salamis, and that Ajax was not invoked to come to the aid of the Greeks as a god, 
but as the Salaminian hero.502 Pausanias also recorded that Salamis was settled by Telamon, Ajax’s 
father, and that on Salamis the ruins of the marketplace existed in his day, as well as the shrine of 
                                                
494 Hard 2004: 530-3.  
495 Pritchett 1979: 15.  
496 Hdt. 5.80; Pritchett 1979: 15-6. 
497 For problems with Herodotus’ chronology of the conflicts between Athens and Aigina, see Figueira (1988), 
especially pp49, 65, and 73-6.   
498 HW 1967: 45.  
499 Hdt. 5.80-1.  
500 HW 1968: 256. For other episodes about transport of heroes see Pritchett 1979: 16-7. 
501 Hom. Il. 7.199. 
502 Farnell 1921: 307. 
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Ajax, and an ebony statue of him.503 Farnell argues that there is no way to determine how ancient 
this cult of Salaminian Ajax was, nor if it was established due to epic poetry, or its origins were due 
to a family ancestral cult.504 Regardless, Ajax was clearly an important hero and cult figure to the 
island of Salamis.   
 
Further along in Herodotus’ narrative, the Greek fleet was preparing for battle against the Persians 
when the trireme they sent to Aigina to fetch the sons of Aeacus returned and rejoined the fleet.505 
The battle at Salamis began, and according to the Aiginetans, the first ship to go into action was the 
one that was sent to fetch the sons of Aeacus from Aigina.506 Herodotus later wrote that the 
Aiginetans were the Greeks that conducted themselves best in this battle.507 Plutarch, in his Life of 
Themistokles, writes that during the battle a great light flashed out from Eleusis, and an echoing 
sound filled the Thriasian plain right down to the sea. He goes on to say that others thought they 
saw phantoms and images of armed men coming from Aigina, who had their hands stretched out to 
protect the Greek triremes. He wrote that they imagined these to be the sons of Aeacus, whom they 
had previously invoked in prayers to come to their aid.508 
 
Lysias in his Funeral Oration also remarks on the Battle of Salamis, and the noise of ‘mingled 
battle hymns of Greek and barbarian, exhortations on either side, and the shrieks of the 
perishing.’509 He continues that due to the fear upon them, (certainly combined as well with the 
chaos and clamour of the battle), that surely these men would have believed that they saw and heard 
many things that were not there.510 Herodotus does not mention anything of this, but did say that 
there was a story that the phantom of a woman appeared, crying loudly enough for the whole Greek 
fleet to hear, ‘Men possessed, how long will you still be backing water?’511  
 
Herodotus attributes piety to Themistokles by having him credit the victory over the Persians and 
Xerxes not to efforts of the Greeks, but to the gods and heroes alike, such as Ajax: 
                                                
503 Paus. 1.35.2-3. Pausanias also says that to his day the Athenians still pay honours to Ajax and to his son Eurysakes, 
‘the broad-shielded one’.  
504 Farnell 1921: 307. For a more on the cult of Ajax and the spread of his worship into Attica see Farnell 1921: 305-10. 
Also see Bowden (2005: 115) and Parker (2005: 55) for the altar of Aeacus in the Athenian Agora, by the altar of the 
Twelve Gods.  
505 Hdt. 8.83. 
506 Hdt. 8.84.  
507 Hdt. 8.93. 
508 Plut. Themis. 15.1. Frost (1980: 158) argues that Plutarch’s version of this was based on popular tradition, as 
demonstrated by the available variations of the tale, for which no ‘source’ was needed. See Frost (1980: 158n. 45) for a 
list of other authors who write different versions of this tale.  
509 Lys. 2.38. ‘ἀκούοντες δ᾿ ἐν ταὐτῷ συµµεµειγµένου Ἑλληνικοῦ καὶ βαρβαρικοῦ παιῶνος, παρακελευσµοῦ δ᾿ 
ἀµφοτέρων καὶ κραυγῆς τῶν διαφθειροµένων.’  
510 Lys. 2.39. 
511 Hdt. 8.84. 
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 τάδε γὰρ οὐκ ἡµεῖς κατεργασάµεθα, ἀλλὰ θεοί τε καὶ ἥρωες, οἳ ἐφθόνησαν ἄνδρα ἕνα 
 τῆς τε Ἀσίης καὶ τῆς Εὐρώπης βασιλεῦσαι…  
 
 For it is not we that have won this victory, but the gods and the heroes, who deemed 
 Asia and Europe too great a realm for one man to rule…512 
 
The Greeks believed in the importance of the aid of both gods and heroes, as is demonstrated from 
the sacrifices and prayers they offered in times of need, or as thanks. However, different city-states 
would propitiate different deities that were more fitting for their location, needs, and situation. This 
is seen from a number of examples in Herodotus: the rest of the Greeks at Artemision offering 
prayer and sacrifice to the Panhellenic Poseidon, the generalised god of the sea; the people of 
Poteidaia, a place of great importance to Poseidon, who credited the well-timed sudden floodtide 
that drowned the Persians to Poseidon; and the events at Salamis, where not only were all the gods 
invoked, but also the aid of specific heroes requested, heroes who were closely connected with 
Aigina and Salamis, the area where the fleet was stationed, where the earthquake occurred, and 
where the naval battle against the Persians would take place.  
 
In regards to Herodotus’ beliefs, he appears to credit some natural events to divine influence, but 
not all of them. In some cases, such as the storm off the Hollows of Euboia, Herodotus clearly states 
that he believes divine power to be the cause. Other natural events might have divine aspects to 
them, such as the earthquake at Delos, yet others are more ambiguous, such as the earthquake at the 
Peneios gorge, credited to Poseidon by the Thessalians.  
 
 
MARITIME DEDICATIONS IN THE TEMPLES AND SANCTUARIES OF THE GODS 
 
This section focuses on three episodes from Herodotus’ narrative that mention maritime votives 
dedicated in temples or sanctuaries as thank-offerings from the spoils of the Persian Wars. These 
votives include triremes, the akroteria or aphlasta of ships, bridge tackle from the Hellespont, and 
statues financed from the spoils of war and dedicated to deities in sanctuaries after naval victories. 
The majority of these votives mentioned by Herodotus were dedicated in sanctuaries to Apollo, 
Poseidon, or Zeus.  
 
In Book Eight, Herodotus singles out special dedications to the gods by all the Greeks from the 
spoils of the Battle of Salamis: three Phoenician triremes, the first at the Isthmus, the second at 
                                                
512 Hdt. 8.109. 
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Sounion, and the third at Salamis, as well as a statue holding the ‘ἀκρωτήριον’, or beak of a ship in 
its hand, from the first-fruits dedicated at Delphi in 480 after the Battle of Salamis. After pursuing 
Xerxes’ fleet as far as the island of Andros, the Greeks under Themistokles’ command, 
unsuccessful in besieging Andros polis, laid waste to nearby Karystos, on the south of Euboia, and 
then returned to the bay of Salamis. Herodotus ceased his narrative at that point, and shifted focus 
to victory dedications for Salamis in the ensuing months (or years).   
 
 πρῶτα µέν νυν τοῖσι θεοῖσι ἐξεῖλον ἀκροθίνια ἄλλα τε καὶ τριήρεας τρεῖς Φοινίσσας, 
 τὴν µὲν ἐς Ἰσθµὸν ἀναθεῖναι, ἥ περ ἔτι καὶ ἐς ἐµὲ ἦν, τὴν δὲ  ἐπὶ Σούνιον, τὴν δὲ τῷ 
 Αἴαντι  αὐτοῦ ἐς Σαλαµῖνα. µετὰ δὲ τοῦτο διεδάσαντο τὴν ληίην καὶ τὰ ἀκροθίνια 
 ἀπέπεµψαν ἐς Δελφούς, ἐκ τῶν ἐγένετο ἀνδριὰς ἔχων ἐν τῇ χειρὶ ἀκρωτήριον νεός, ἐὼν 
 µέγαθος δυώδεκα πηχέων· ἕστηκε δὲ οὗτος τῇ περ ὁ Μακεδὼν Ἀλέξανδρος ὁ 
 χρύσεος.  
 
 Now first they (the Greeks) set apart for the gods, among other first-fruits, three 
 Phoenician triremes, one to be dedicated at the Isthmus, where it still was in my 
 lifetime, the second at Sounion, and the third for Ajax at Salamis where they were. And 
 after this, they divided the spoil and sent the first-fruits to Delphi, from this a man’s 
 image was made, twelve cubits high, holding in its hand the beak of a ship, and this 
 stood in the same place as the golden statue of Alexander the Macedonian.513  
 
This passage is significant for maritime religion in Herodotus, and for dedications to deities 
following victory in naval battles. Here, there are two distinct offerings from the spoils. The first is 
three Phoenician ships, one of which was briefly discussed before, the trireme dedicated to Ajax at 
Salamis; two were in Attica near the battle, and the third likely at Poseidon’s Isthmia sanctuary 
facing the Saronic Gulf. No archaeological evidence remains of these dedicated triremes, but this is 
to be expected of wooden ships left out in exposed locations, though no bases have been found 
either.514 However, these three triremes were just one part of the ‘first-fruits’ set apart for the gods 
in Herodotus’ account, though he does not specify exactly what the rest of these offerings were 
besides the spoils sent to Delphi.515  
 
Herodotus wrote that the first trireme was dedicated at the Isthmus, likely at the sanctuary of 
Poseidon there, which already contained an archaic Doric temple.516 As mentioned previously, the 
Phoenicians were considered to have the best sailing ships in Xerxes’ fleet, so thus their captured 
ships would indeed be a fitting dedication to the Greek god of sailors, Poseidon.517 His sanctuary 
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514 Lorenzo 2015: 128-9. A dedicated ship’s base of stone by Classical date is preserved in the sanctuary of Hera at 
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was also the site of the Isthmian games, one of the four Panhellenic crown festivals, and thus a 
place where the trireme would be seen, and serve as a reminder of the Greek victory. 
 
There has been some debate, in contrast, over the dedication of the second trireme at Sounion, and 
whether it was for Poseidon or Athena, as they had adjacent sanctuaries and temples at Sounion. 
Herodotus himself does not specify to whom the trireme was dedicated; scholars have presented 
differing arguments. How and Wells (1968), Lorenzo (2015), and Mikalson (2003) argue for 
Poseidon, but Macan, Gauer, and Miller argue for Athena.518 Lorenzo presents a convincing 
argument for the trireme as dedicated in the sanctuary of Poseidon, at the top of the promontory. 
Not only was the sanctuary large enough to house the trireme, but situated up on the top of the 
height of the cliff the trireme would have been able to be seen from all directions by travellers on 
the sea.519 Alternatively, if the trireme was placed in the sanctuary of Athena, it would not be 
completely visible at all times by passing sailors. Thus, the strategic position and size of the 
sanctuary of Poseidon, combined with Poseidon as a Panhellenic god of the sea, makes him the 
most likely candidate for the dedication of the Phoenician trireme at Sounion, where it would have 
stood as a triumphant monument of the victory of the Greeks over Xerxes’ navy, and pointed to the 
Athenian role in particular.520 
 
The third and final trireme was dedicated to Ajax, the grandson of Aeacus, at his home island of 
Salamis, where the Greek fleet was based, fought the battle from, and returned to.521 As argued 
previously, the leadership of the fleet must have believed Ajax to be of a great potential and actual 
help to them in their victory at the Battle of Salamis, since he received one of the triremes after the 
battle.522 Ajax also had strong ties with Athens, recently evoked, in 508, when Cleisthenes re-
modelled the Athenian tribal system and demes and created ten new tribes, assigning an eponymous 
hero to each tribe.523 According to Herodotus, Cleisthenes named these tribes after local heroes, 
with the exception of Ajax. Cleisthenes included Ajax, whose status was a ξἐνος, because he was a 
                                                
518 For the trireme being dedicated in the temple of Athena at Sounion, see Macan (1908), Gauer (1968: 33), and Miller 
(2004: 33). 
519 Lorenzo 2015: 132. For a detailed analysis of the placement of the temples of Athena and Poseidon, the view of 
them from the sea, the logistics of getting the trireme up on the headland, and the setting up of the trireme in the 
sanctuary itself, see Lorenzo 2015: 131-2. Also see Barletta (2017) for a detailed work on the Sanctuary of Athena at 
Sounion, and Baika (2013: 525-34) for the hauling of ships, the shipshed plan, and slipways at Sounion. 
520 Lorenzo 2015: 132. 
521 See Mikalson 2003: 129-30 for other examples of local and cultic heroes playing a role in the Persian Wars. For 
example, Protesilaos of Elaeus at Hdt. 9.120.  
522 Mikalson 2003: 130.  
523 Mikalson 2003: 129. See Lewis (1963) for more on Cleisthenes and his reforms of Athens. 
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neighbour and an ally of the Athenians.524 The naval victory at Salamis likely renewed interest in 
Ajax’s Salaminian cult, and the temple and ebony statue that Pausanias saw on Salamis by the 
ancient agora potentially could have come from after this victory, although this is near impossible to 
know for certain, and he was also previously invoked in conflicts with Aigina.525  
 
Lorenzo argues that since the other two triremes were dedicated and placed inside sanctuaries, it is 
most likely that the trireme at Salamis was placed inside the sanctuary of Ajax. As with the other 
two dedicated triremes, the trireme at Salamis stood as a symbol of defeated ‘Barbarian’ naval 
power, as well as a powerful victory monument which evoked the memory of, as well as honoured, 
Ajax’s putative assistance in the battle, the Greeks, and especially Athenian sailors who fought 
there in defence of their land and freedom.526 This Athenian focus is demonstrated by two out of the 
three triremes being dedicated in sanctuaries at Sounion and Salamis, reflecting expansion of 
Athenian naval power. Isthmia, Sounion, and Salamis were all prime places to dedicate Phoenician 
triremes, due to the sanctuaries of the relevant deities, and their prominent positions, and where an 
enhanced symbolic meaning of the triremes as naval victory monuments was able to be achieved for 
visitors to Isthmia, and sailors around Sounion.527  
 
How and Wells argue that it was more common to cut the prows off ships and dedicate these, as 
opposed to the whole ship.528 Herodotus records an example of this in Book Three, where he 
discusses the dedication of boar-headed prows in the sanctuary of Athena Aphaia on Aigina. These 
were made from Samian ships after the Aiginetans and the Cretans beat the Samians in a naval 
battle, ca. 518.529 The Aiginetans were said by Herodotus to have done this because of a grudge 
against the Samians, who originally started the quarrel by sending an army against Aigina.530  
 
 …ἕκτῳ δὲ ἔτεϊ Αἰγινῆται αὐτοὺς ναυµαχίῃ νικήσαντες ἠνδραποδίσαντο µετὰ Κρητῶν, 
 καὶ τῶν νεῶν καπρίους ἐχουσέων τὰς πρώρας ἠκρωτηρίασαν καὶ ἀνέθεσαν ἐς τὸ ἱρὸν 
 τῆς Ἀθηναίης ἐν Αἰγίνῃ. 
 
 …but in the sixth year came the Aiginetans with the Cretans and overcame them in a 
 sea battle and enslaved them, and they cut off the ships’ prows that were shaped like 
 boars’ heads, and dedicated them in the sanctuary of Athena in Aigina.531 
                                                
524 Hdt. 5.66. Ajax was a ξἐνος (stranger), but also an ἀστυγείτων (neighbour), and σύµµαχος (ally). Salamis was not 
part of Attica and was separate from the local tribe divisions, though its people were Athenians under the democracy 
(Kearns 1989: 82).  
525 Paus. 1.35.2; Mikalson 1998: 183-4; Lorenzo 2015: 133. 
526 Lorenzo 2015: 133.  
527 Lorenzo 2015: 135.  
528 HW 1968: 275. Lorenzo (2015: 128) states that Herodotus’ account is the first literary evidence for the dedication of 
whole ships in Antiquity. 
529 Asheri 2007: 454. 
530 Hdt. 3.59. 
531 Hdt. 3.59.  
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These ships were Samian biremes built under the tyrant Polykrates, which had prows shaped like 
boars’ heads, as depicted on Samian coins of Zancle (later Messina).532 Plutarch refers to these 
types of ships as ‘ὑόπρῳροι’, ships with an upturned beak like a pig’s snout, and these Samian ships 
were further supposed to resemble pigs as they were ‘γαστροειδής’, pot-bellied.533 By the sanctuary 
of Athena on Aigina, Herodotus likely means the archaic compound and temple dedicated to 
Athena Aphaia, about four and a half kilometres from the polis of Ancient Aigina, on a ridge above 
the north east corner of the island overlooking the Saronic Gulf.534 Aphaia was an important native 
patron divinity of Aigina, identified by some with the Cretan Diktynna, Artemis, and others with 
Athena.535 The dedication of ship’s prows was also a common victory trophy in Classical Greece, 
described in multiple ancient literary sources, and by finds at Olympia (figure nine).536  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thucydides 2.84 records the dedication of whole ships during the Peloponnesian War. After a 
victory at the Battle of Rhium, at the war for the Corinthian Gulf in Achaia, the Athenians sailed to 
                                                
532 Dunst 1972: 159-61 (Asheri 2007: 454). Also see Arist. Pol. 1313a34, and Ath. 12.540c-541a for the Samian 
biremes of Polykrates.  
533 Plut. Per. 26; HW 1967: 272.  
534 Asheri 2007: 454. See Furtwängler, Fiechter and Thiersch (1906) for excavations of the temple and sanctuary.  
535 Asheri 2007: 454. Asheri argues that Herodotus most likely saw these prows. 
536 See Xen. Hell. 2.3.8, 6.2.36. Plutarch (Them. 15.3) claims that Lykomedes, an Athenian trireme captain, was the first 
to capture an enemy ship at the Battle of Salamis, and he cut off its figurehead and dedicated it to Apollo the Laurel-
wearer at Phyla. Pausanias (1.40.5) mentions a dedicated bronze ram in the Olympeion at Megara taken from a ship 
they captured off Salamis in a naval battle with the Athenians in the early sixth century. See Sinn (2014: 130-4) for 
military victory dedications at Olympia.  
Figure 9: Bronze battering ram from the 5th 
century, The Archaeological Museum of Olympia, 
No. B1741. Photo by Author. 
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Molycrium and set up a trophy on the headland of Rhium, and dedicated a ship there to Poseidon.537 
Thus ships, as well as parts of ships such as the prows of captured enemy vessels, were dedicated as 
victory spoils by the Classical Greeks as thanks to patron deities. Brody argues that material 
evidence such as ship parts dedicated in a sanctuary indicate the importance of said sanctuary and 
also the deity connected with it to sailors and visitors.538   
 
Herodotus (in 8.121) comments that the Phoenician trireme at Isthmia was dedicated at the Isthmus, 
‘ἥ περ ἔτι καὶ ἐς ἐµὲ ἦν’, ‘where it still was in my lifetime.’ Macan argues that this statement is of 
interest, because Herodotus does not mention what happened to the other two triremes. Perhaps he 
had only seen the trireme located at the Isthmus, or at least had heard information about it, but it 
appears peculiar that Herodotus does not mention anything about the other two triremes, especially 
considering they were both dedicated on Attic soil. By his time perhaps these other two triremes had 
disappeared, or could be seen more prominently.539 Or, Herodotus could also be placing emphasis on 
the one trireme not dedicated in Attica, and that he had seen it at the Isthmus.   
 
Herodotus continued that after the dedication of these three Phoenician triremes, the Greeks divided 
up the remaining spoils and sent the first-fruits to Delphi, and from this a statue was made, twelve 
cubits high, and in its hand it held the ἀκρωτήριον of a ship. Herodotus does not name this statue, but 
Pausanias might. In Book Ten on Phokis, in his description of Delphi Pausanias wrote that the Greeks 
dedicated an Apollo there, from the spoils taken in the naval battles at Artemision and Salamis.540 
Thus this statue dedicated by the Greeks most likely was a monumental image of Apollo, although 
Pausanias does not give any more details about the statue, such as its height, and he also neglects to 
mention the ship’s ἀκρωτήριον that Herodotus said the statue was holding.541  
 
Pausanias also mentioned a painting at Olympia by Panainos, which featured personifications of 
Hellas and Salamis, the latter carrying the decorations of a ship’s ornament in her hand.542 The word 
that Herodotus used for the Delphi statue, ἀνδριάς, could also mean a female figure, and perhaps 
this statue might not have been of Apollo, but instead of Salaminia, the feminine personification of 
                                                
537 The Peloponnesians, at the point of Rhium after the Battle of Naupaktos made a dedicatory offering of one ship 
which they had captured (Thuc. 2.92). Strab. 8.2.3 describes a temple of Poseidon at Rhium (Frazer 1965: 157).   
538 Brody 1998: 40. 
539 Macan 1908: 548; Gauer 1968: 72.  
540 Paus. 10.14.5.  
541 Bowie 2007: 213. 
542 Paus. 5.11.5. The word that Pausanias uses here for the ship’s ornament is κόσµος, saying that it was made for τὸν 
ἐπὶ ταῖς ναυσὶν ἄκραις, ‘the top of ship’s prows’.   
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the island of Salamis, as in the painting.543 However, McConnell argues that a painted 
representation of Salamis at Olympia as female is peculiar, and suggests that this may have been a 
replacement of the original painting, that previously represented Salamis as a male.544 The general 
consensus in modern scholarship is that the statue at Delphi was of Apollo, and Lorenzo argues that 
some stone remains of the base of the statue still exist, and show cuttings and mortises for an over 
life-size bronze statue of human form.545 
 
Many vase paintings depict images of deities holding ἀκρωτήρια of ships in their hands. As Miller 
argues, ἀκρωτήρια were the preferred form of dedication of naval spoils, and were easily removable, 
portable, and identifiable.546 An ἀκρωτήριον could refer to the ship’s beak at the bow over the ram, or 
more often to the ἄφλαστα, the upraised curved stern ornament. There are also Attic red-figure vases 
that depict a god, often Nike or Athena, holding ἀκρωτήρια in their hands (figures ten and eleven), 
which further attest to this practice of dedicating ship ἀκρωτήρια in Athens.547 Wade-Gery notes that 
many of these vase depictions of ἄφλαστα-bearing deities date to just after the Persian Wars, from 
around 480 to 460.548  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
543 See Frazer (2012a: 478-9) for a marble pedestal inscribed with a dedication found in the Bay of Salamis, which 
probably once supported a statue of Salamis.  
544 McConnell 1984: 163. 
545 Jacquemin and Laroche 1988: 241-6; Lorenzo 2011: 285-6. This is the statue base mentioned in Chapter One that 
was previously thought to be the base of the bronze bull dedicated by the people of Corfu to Poseidon for the huge catch 
of fish.    
546 Miller 2004: 33. 
547 Miller 2004: 33.  
548 Wade-Gery 1933: 100-1. See Stewart (2008) for the origins of Classical style art during and after the Persian Wars, 
especially 595-7, 599-602, and 605-10.    
Figure 10: Depiction of Athena holding a Greek akroterion/aphlaston, 
attributed to the Brygos Painter, ca. 480-470, Attic Red-figure, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, No. 25.189.1. 
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Plutarch recorded two other maritime dedications made by the Corinthians after Salamis, in his 
attempt to defend the Corinthians against the ‘Athenian bias’ of Herodotus.549 The first dedication 
was made by one of the Corinthian trierarchs, Diodorus, who Plutarch claims had the following 
inscribed on the dedications in a ‘sanctuary of Leto’, presumably in Corinth after the battle of 
Salamis: 
  
 ταῦτ᾿ ἀπὸ δυσµενέων Μήδων ναῦται Διοδώρου 
 ὅπλ᾿ ἀνέθεν Λατοῖ, µνάµατα ναυµαχίας. 
 
 The sailors of Diodorus dedicated to Leto these arms,  
 taken from hostile Medes, as memorials of the sea battle.550   
 
Herodotus mentions nothing about this dedication or Diodorus in his work, and the sanctuary of 
Leto, most likely in Corinth, where these arms were supposedly dedicated has not been 
identified.551 The second dedication that Plutarch records which Herodotus omits are the images of 
women, possibly courtesans at Corinth, set up in fulfilment of their vow as they had prayed to 
Aphrodite to cast ἐρῶτα, passion, into the Corinthian men for their fight against the Persians. 
                                                
549 Herodotus 8.94 reports that the Athenians say that the Corinthians fled, but Herodotus continued to say that the 
Corinthians denied this story and said that they were the first to enter battle, and the rest of Greece was witness to this.  
550 Plut. De Mal. H. 39. See IG I.3 1143 for an epitaph by Simonides for the Corinthians at Salamis, also recorded in 
Dio. Chrys. Or. 37.   
551 Mikalson 2003: 216n. 269. 
Figure 11: Depiction of Athena holding an akroterion/aphlaston, 
attributed to the Nikon Painter, ca. 470-450, Attic Red-figure, The British 
Museum, London, No. 1836,0224.13. 
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According to Plutarch, bronze statues were set up in the Temple of Aphrodite at Corinth, and 
Simonides composed an epigram for the statues.552 Plutarch includes both these dedications in his 
Malice of Herodotus as part of his claim that Herodotus was biased against Corinth.553  
 
However, the three triremes and the statue at Delphi were not the only objects dedicated after the 
Battle of Salamis, as Herodotus claims. Apollo was content with what the Greeks had dedicated to 
him, but not satisfied with what he received from the Aiginetans:    
 
 Πέµψαντες δὲ ἀκροθίνια οἱ Ἕλληνες ἐς Δελφοὺς ἐπειρώτων τὸν θεὸν κοινῇ εἰ 
 λελάβηκε πλήρεα καὶ ἀρεστὰ τὰ ἀκροθίνια. ὁ δὲ παρ᾽ Ἑλλήνων µὲν τῶν ἄλλων ἔφησε 
 ἔχειν, παρὰ Αἰγινητέων δὲ οὔ, ἀλλὰ ἀπαίτεε αὐτοὺς τὰ ἀριστήια τῆς ἐν Σαλαµῖνι 
 ναυµαχίης. Αἰγινῆται δὲ πυθόµενοι ἀνέθεσαν ἀστέρας χρυσέους, οἳ ἐπὶ ἱστοῦ χαλκέου 
 ἑστᾶσι τρεῖς ἐπὶ τῆς γωνίης, ἀγχοτάτω τοῦ Κροίσου κρητῆρος. 
 
 And having sent the first-fruits to Delphi the Greeks inquired in common of the god, if 
 the first-fruits that he had received were sufficient and pleasing. And he said that this 
 was so with what he received from all other Greeks, but not from the Aiginetans, and 
 from them he demanded the victor’s prize for the sea battle at Salamis. When the 
 Aiginetans learned of this, they dedicated three golden stars, which were set on a 
 bronze mast, in the corner of the sanctuary at Delphi, next to the krater of Croesus.554  
 
Apollo is said to want a prize from the Aiginetans for their excellence in the Battle of Salamis, as 
they were ‘ἄριστα’ in the battle; the Aiginetans offered a dedication of three golden stars, which 
were set on a bronze mast, at a prominent place in the sanctuary at Delphi.555  Scott argues that all 
these dedications were set up in front of the Temple of Apollo on the terrace area, turning it, with 
Croesus’ krater and the statue of King Alexander of Macedon, into a ‘Persian Wars zone.’556  
 
The meaning of the three gold stars the Aiginetans dedicated is uncertain, although there have been 
a couple of different arguments put forward about who or what these stars represented. The first is 
that two of these stars represented the Dioskouroi, and the third perhaps was for Apollo Delphinios, 
a god who was known to be a saviour for sailors from storms at sea.557 Apollo Delphinios was both 
                                                
552 Plut. De Mal. H. 39. Athenaeus claims that due to an old custom in Corinth, when the city prays to Aphrodite about 
great things, as many of the courtesans as possible participate, and during the Persian Wars, as Theopompus (FGrHist 
115 F 285) and Timaeus (566 F 10) wrote, the Corinthian courtesans went to the temple of Aphrodite and prayed for the 
safety of the Greeks (Ath. 13.573C-D; Mikalson 2003: 83). See Brown (2018: 146, 251n. 104) for a detailed discussion 
on these images and epigrams recorded by Plutarch, Athenaeus, Timaeus, and Theopompus.  
553 Plut. De Mal. H. 39. 
554 Hdt. 8.122. Plutarch (of course) did not believe that this oracle occurred, arguing that Herodotus used the Pythian 
god himself to put down Athens and to stop them from receiving the prize of excellence in the Battle of Salamis (Plut. 
De Mal. H. 40).   
555 Hdt. 8.93; Mikalson 2003: 115; Scott 2014: 120-1. 
556 Scott 2014: 121. See Hdt. 5.18ff for King Alexander of Macedon. 
557 HW 1968: 275; Gauer 1968: 73.  
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connected with, and worshipped at, Aigina.558 Apollonius’ Argonautica describes the origin of a 
ritual at Aigina sacred to Apollo Delphinios at the end of the epic, the Ὑδροφόρια, a water-carrying 
race held in Aigina during the month which carried the name of Delphinios.559 Apollo is also 
connected with the stars in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, when he leaves the Cretan ship of his new 
Delphian priests in the form of a star, while flashes of fire fly from him.560 
 
Plutarch’s Lysander records that some believed that the Dioskouroi appeared as twin stars on either 
side of Lysander’s ship as he was sailing out against the enemy at the battle of Aigospotami in 
405.561 From at least the archaic Homeric Hymns, the Spartan princes Castor and Polydeuces, or the 
sons of Zeus, Dioskouroi, were known as saviours of ships and men at sea who could calm the 
winds and the waves.562 After the battle, Lysander set up bronze statues of himself and his admirals 
at Delphi from the spoils, as well as golden stars of the Dioskouroi, Gemini or Didymi like the 
zodiac constellation.563 However, this episode occurred seventy years after the Battle of Salamis, 
and this was a dedication performed by a Spartan general, after seeing an omen which was thought 
to be sent by the Dioskouroi themselves. 
 
The three stars also could have represented the Aeacidae: Aeacus, Peleus, and Telamon.564 Or, one 
of the stars might have stood for Ajax, instead of Peleus, as Aeacus, Telamon and Ajax were 
summoned by name in Herodotus’ account. This suggestion that the stars represented the Aeacidae 
would certainly fit with the Greeks’ earlier prayers to summon Aeacus and his descendants from 
Salamis and Aigina.565 Bowie argues that the location of this dedication may also be of significance. 
Herodotus wrote that this bronze mast was set up ‘ἐπὶ τῆς γωνίης’, in the corner, next to the krater of 
Croesus. This particular krater of Croesus was made of silver, and stood at the corner of the forecourt 
of the Temple of Apollo, at the east of it.566 Bowie argues that objects that marked Delphi’s 
significant involvements in the East were placed close together for a contrasting effect.567  
 
                                                
558 Graf 1979: 4; Burnett 2005: 144; Hornblower and Morgan 2007: 287; Polinskaya 2009: 259-61. 
559 Ap. Rhod. Argon. 4.1765-72; Albis 1996: 45. Also see the Scholion to Pindar Nemean 5.81b. Pausanias (2.30.1) 
mentions a Temple of Apollo on Aigina at the harbour, probably Kolonna, the single column still standing.     
560 HH 4. 441-2. Apollo was also widely connected with Helios on Rhodes and the sun, the biggest star of all for the 
Ancient Greeks (Burkert 1985: 120, 149, 335-6; Bilić 2012: 513-6).   
561 Plut. Lys. 12. 
562 HH 33 (Evelyn-White 1914: 461).  
563 Plut. Lys. 18; Cic. Div. 1.75.  
564 Bowie 2007: 213. 
565 Hdt. 8.64. 
566 Hdt. 1.51. Croesus dedicated two kraters to Delphi, amongst many other offerings, after the oracle provided Croesus 
with what he perceived to be a true oracle, concerning Persia. Both kraters were removed during the time of the 
temple’s late archaic burning, the gold krater to the treasury of the Klazomenians, but the silver krater remained at 
Delphi (Hdt. 1.46-52).   
567 Bowie 2007: 213.  
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Herodotus 8.121-2 is of vital importance for our understanding of Greek maritime religion, 
especially at times of naval warfare. He depicts which gods the Greeks both prayed and offered 
dedications to, before and after a naval battle, such as the one at Salamis. The types of dedications 
are important, as the Greeks are depicted setting aside a tithe of the spoils of the battle, and from 
this making statues, and a bronze mast with three gold stars on it. Three Phoenician triremes were 
dedicated at three different sanctuaries, to at least two different deities: Ajax of Salamis, and 
Poseidon (and potentially Athena at Sounion as well). These trireme dedications demonstrated 
which deities the Greeks believed had provided aid to them in the battle, shown by the offerings 
dedicated to them after the victorious outcome of the battle. 
 
Apollo, Zeus, and Poseidon also received offerings after the successful outcome of the Battle of 
Plataia. Although these were not maritime dedications, there was a special offering for Poseidon for 
his efforts in the Persians Wars. After the Battle of Plataia and the gathering of the spoils, 
Herodotus wrote that:     
 
 Συµφορήσαντες δὲ τὰ χρήµατα καὶ δεκάτην ἐξελόντες τῷ ἐν Δελφοῖσι θεῷ, ἀπ᾿ ἧς ὁ 
 τρίπους ὁ χρύσεος ἀνετέθη ὁ ἐπὶ τοῦ τρικαρήνου ὄφιος τοῦ χαλκέου ἐπεστεὼς 
 ἄγχιστα τοῦ βωµοῦ, καὶ τῷ ἐν Ὀλυµπίῃ θεῷ  ἐξελόντες, ἀπ᾿ ἧς δεκάπηχυν χάλκεον 
 Δία ἀνέθηκαν, καὶ τῷ ἐν Ἰσθµῷ θεῷ, ἀπ᾿ ἧς ἑπτάπηχυς χάλκεος Ποσειδέων ἐξεγένετο, 
 ταῦτα ἐξελόντες τὰ λοιπὰ διαιρέοντο...   
 
 Having brought all the things together they set apart a tithe for the god of Delphi, from 
 which was made and dedicated a gold tripod that rests upon the three-headed bronze 
 serpent, nearest to the altar, and another they set apart for the god of Olympia, from 
 which was made and dedicated a bronze Zeus, ten cubits high, and another for the god 
 of the Isthmus, from which came a bronze Poseidon seven cubits high, these 
 things having been set apart they divided the remnants…568  
 
Although this passage deals with dedications from a land battle, Plataia, instead of a naval battle, it 
is still a significant episode for Greek maritime religion in Herodotus. Herodotus wrote that one tithe 
was set apart for Apollo, another for Zeus, and one more for Poseidon. Out of these tithes, three 
dedications were made: the gold tripod on the serpent column for the god of Delphi, Apollo; a 
monumental bronze statue of the god of Olympia, Zeus; and a slightly smaller bronze statue for the 
god of the Isthmus, Poseidon. The dedication made at Delphi, in Herodotus’ words, was the extant 
‘three-headed bronze serpent’, inscribed with the names of the thirty-one city-states of Greece that 
fought in the war, upon which once rested a gold tripod.569 Macan argues that this monument has 
‘the longest and most continuous literary history in antiquity of any objet d’art.’570     
                                                
568 Hdt. 9.81. 
569 Miklason comments on Herodotus’ description that the ‘three-headed’ serpent was actually three intercoiled snakes 
(Mikalson 2003: 219n. 328). Pausanias (10.13.9) wrote that the bronze part of the dedication was still preserved in his 
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Pausanias calls these offerings as made from the spoils of the Battle of Plataia, and thus viewed 
them as dedications of that victory alone.571 However, from Herodotus’ account, these offerings 
appear to be a memorial of the whole war.572 This is supported by the inclusion of names of city-
states which had participated only in the Battle of Salamis, and not Plataia, and thus this tripod and 
bronze serpents must be a trophy and dedication for the whole war, even if this monument was 
made only from the spoils of Plataia.573 The second tithe Herodotus mentions in this passage as for 
the god of Olympia: a bronze figure of Zeus, fifteen feet high, dedicated in his sanctuary at 
Olympia. Pausanias also mentions this statue, stating that past the entry to the bouleterion, if one 
turns north, there is a statue of Zeus that faces east, dedicated by all the Greeks who fought against 
Mardonios and the Persians at Plataia.574 Pausanias also continues to say that the city-states who 
took part in the fight were inscribed on the right of the base.575 Since both the serpent column at 
Delphi and the statue of Zeus at Olympia were inscribed with the names of city-states who fought in 
the war, How and Wells argue that it is likely there was also a list of names on the statue of 
Poseidon as well.576   
 
Not much is known about the third offering, the ten and a half foot high bronze statue of the god of 
the Isthmus, Poseidon.577 Herodotus does not say anything more about the offering, and Pausanias 
does not mention it either, despite identifying the offerings at Delphi and Olympia that Herodotus 
wrote about with statues at these sanctuaries. Pausanias does mention several images of Poseidon at 
Isthmia, but he does not connect any of these with the Poseidon mentioned by Herodotus. Perhaps 
this particular bronze statue of Poseidon did not exist anymore at the sanctuary at the Isthmus, looted 
by Romans, or, as Macan suggests, it was never actually set up at the Isthmus. Macan notes that 
Herodotus did not actually explicitly say that the statue was set up at the Isthmus.578 For the 
offerings at Delphi and Olympia, Herodotus uses the words ἀνετέθη and ἀνέθηκαν respectively, from 
the verb ἀνατίθηµι, meaning to dedicate, or to set up as a votive gift. However, for the bronze 
                                                                                                                                                            
time, but that the lords of Phokis did not leave the gold tripod in the same condition. See Basset (2004: 224-7) for the 
surviving remains of the serpent column in the Hippodrome of Constantinople (Istanbul).     
570 Macan 1908: 764. This monument was described by many ancient authors, see Macan for a list. 
571 Paus. 5.23.1, 10.13.9; HW 1968: 321. 
572 HW 1968: 321. Thucydides also confirms this view at 1.132.  
573 HW 1968: 322; also 263. Thucydides 1.132 claims the Spartan general Pausanias first had a couplet inscribed on the 
tripod, which was then erased by the Spartans.  
574 Paus. 5.23.1. Perhaps this statue faced east toward the defeated enemy (Mikalson 2003: 99). 
575 See Frazer (2012c: 630-1) for the possible location of the base, as argued by Wilhelm Dörpfeld. Pausanias lists the 
city-states who were recorded on this base in 5.23.1-3, yet this inscription has not been recovered, and Herodotus gives 
a slightly different list of names (Levi 1971: 267n. 224). See HW (1968: 323) for a comparative list of city-states 
recorded on the Delphic serpent column, and those recorded by Herodotus and Pausanias.   
576 HW 1968: 324.  
577 Mikalson 2003: 98.  
578 Macan 1908: 764-5. 
 102 
Poseidon, Herodotus does not use a form of ἀνατίθηµι, but ἐξεγένετο, from ἐκγίγνοµαι, which means 
to be born from, or in this case, more so to be made from. Macan suggests that perhaps substituting 
ἐξεγένετο for ἀνετέθη could simply be a stylistic variation on Herodotus’ part, but it could also 
indicate that this statue was made but in fact never actually set up at the Isthmus.579      
 
An offering to Poseidon, the god of the sea, from the spoils of Plataia, a land battle, does appear 
odd.580 This supports the argument that the offerings made from the spoils of Plataia in this passage are 
dedications for the whole war, especially due to the three gods these offerings are made to: Apollo, 
Zeus, and Poseidon. Mikalson argues that the Greeks, as an international group, together judged these 
three particular gods as deserving of the spoils of the victory.581 Apollo and Poseidon were credited 
with contributing to the war effort by sea, but Diodorus Siculus provides a reason for Zeus being 
honoured as well. Diodorus wrote that while advancing to Plataia to engage in battle there against the 
Persians, the Greeks made a vow to the gods that if they were victorious, they would celebrate the 
ἐλευθέρια, a festival of Liberty, on that day at Plataia and would hold games for the festival.582 Since 
the Greeks did achieve victory in the battle, for them to include Zeus in their dedications could simply 
be fulfilling their part of the vow.  
 
Mikalson further argues that the Greeks expressed their gratitude to these three gods as their cults and 
worship were Panhellenic, and were already firmly established as such. Apollo of Delphi, Zeus of 
Olympia, and Poseidon of the Isthmus were all viewed as taking part in the war beyond local concerns 
for their own sanctuaries and property.583 This contrasts with other deities who were brought into the 
war only because their cities or sanctuaries were immediately threatened. These deities were then 
honoured by the local individual cities or peoples who worshipped said deities.584 Thus, from 
Herodotus’ narrative, the Greeks believed these three Olympian deities were the ones who had 
contributed significantly to the war effort so as to deserve important dedications after the great victory 
at Plataia, whether or not they had assisted in that battle.             
 
The penultimate passage (9.121) in Herodotus’ narrative is also relevant. Just before this at 9.114, the 
Greeks who had set out from Mykale sailed to the Hellespont, presuming the bridges would be still be 
in place, but instead found them broken. Herodotus wrote that this was their main reason for sailing to 
                                                
579 Macan 1908: 764-5. 
580 Macan 1908: 764. 
581 Mikalson 2003: 111.  
582 Diod. Sic. 11.29.1. Also see Thuc. 2.71-4, and Plut. Arist. 19.6-7. See Camp (2001: 104-5) for the Stoa of Zeus 
Eleutherios, built in the Athenian Agora after the Persian Wars.   
583 Mikalson 2003: 129, 135.  
584 See Mikalson (2003: 129) for examples of the other Olympian gods and localised deities who were credited with 
participating in the war but were honoured by their individual cities, not by the Greeks as a whole.  
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the Hellespont, so the Peloponnesians sailed back to Greece, but the Athenians, with Xanthippos as 
their general, crossed over to the Chersonesos, and laid siege to Sestos. The Persians also assembled at 
Sestos, and among them was a Persian man, Oiobazos from Kardia, who had carried the tackle of the 
bridges there.585 Once the Persians at Sestos ran out of food they fled at nightfall, and the Athenians 
seized the fortress and the spoils inside, as well as the bridge tackle.586 Artaÿktes was captured, and 
taken to the Hellespont where he was crucified by the Athenians, because of his impiety against the 
sanctuary of Protesilaos, as discussed in Chapter One. After the Athenians crucified Artaÿktes at the 
headland right where Xerxes had bridged the Hellespont, they stoned his son, and then:  
 
 Ταῦτα δὲ ποιήσαντες ἀπέπλεον ἐς τὴν Ἑλλάδα, τά τε ἄλλα χρήµατα  ἄγοντες καὶ δὴ καὶ 
 τὰ ὅπλα τῶν γεφυρέων ὡς ἀναθήσοντες ἐς τὰ ἱρά. καὶ κατὰ το ἔτος τοῦτο οὐδὲν ἐπὶ 
 πλέον τούτων ἐγένετο. 
 
 With these things having been done, they sailed away to Hellas, carrying with them all 
 the spoils and the tackle of the bridges so as to dedicate them in their temples. And in 
 this year nothing more was done.587  
 
Herodotus recorded two things which the Athenians took back with them to be dedicated in their 
temples. Firstly, the spoils, χρήµατα, which were most likely chiefly from the Battle of Mykale, where 
they had ‘found certain stores of wealth after the battle.’588 The Athenians also took τὰ ὅπλα τῶν 
γεφυρέων, the tackle of the bridges from the Hellespont that Herodotus described being constructed in 
7.36.589  
 
Herodotus himself does not specify in which temple (or temples) this bridge tackle was dedicated, only 
writing that they sailed away to Hellas to do so, but he did use the plural form: ἱρά. A dedicatory 
inscription at Delphi on the highest three steps of the stylobate of the Athenian Stoa, which was built 
on the north side of the Sacred Way, against the retaining wall just below the Temple of Apollo reads: 
‘Ἀθεναῖοι ἀνέθεσαν τὲν στοὰν καὶ τὰ ὀπλ[α κ]αὶ τἀκροτέρια ἐλόντες τõν πολε[µίο]ν.’590 Amandry 
argues that this inscription refers these τὰ ὅπλα from the bridge that Herodotus wrote about, and that 
this stoa was built in the 470s to display these spoils taken by the Athenians from the Persians.591 
However, Walsh argues against this, giving a later date for the construction of the stoa (450s), and 
                                                
585 Hdt. 9.114-5. 
586 Hdt. 9.118-9.  
587 Hdt. 9.121. 
588 Hdt. 9.105-6; Macan 1908: 827. 
589 Macan 1908: 827. 
590 SIG 29; Meiggs and Lewis 1969: 53-4. ‘The Athenians dedicated this stoa and the arms and akroteria, having seized 
(these things) from their enemies.’  
591 Amandry 1953: 104. 
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arguing that the inscription refers to dedications of arms and akroteria from the lead up to early battles 
of the Peloponnesian War, or the War itself.592  
 
Pausanias indeed wrote that the Athenians built a stoa at Delphi out of the spoils that they took in the 
war against the Peloponnesians, and dedicated ‘πλοίων τὰ ἄκρα κοσµήµατα καὶ ἀσπίδες χαλκαῖ’, the 
decorated figure-heads of ships and bronze shields.593 Pausanias does not connect this stoa to the 
Persian Wars at all, and does not mention that there were any dedications from the Persian Wars in this 
stoa either. Furthermore, Herodotus wrote that it was the Athenians alone who sailed on from the 
Hellespont to Sestos to seize the Hellespontine bridge tackle, and then back to Hellas to dedicate them 
in their ἱρά.594 If Herodotus was saying here that τὰ ὅπλα were indeed dedicated in the Athenian ἱρά, 
then that does not include the sanctuary at Delphi or even their stoa, as this was not an Athenian 
sanctuary.595  
 
Herodotus does not name which ἱρά the bridge tackle was dedicated in, and usually he was quite 
specific in recording where votives were dedicated, as with the previous examples of Isthmia, Delphi, 
and Sounion. At this time, much of Athens and her temples were destroyed, but, as Thucydides wrote, 
the city was being rebuilt.596 Regardless, this is an important maritime dedication, as the Greeks had 
chiefly sailed to the Hellespont because of these bridges. Xerxes had used this bridge tackle to 
connect Asia and Europe, and Immerwahr argues that this passage is the symbolic conclusion of 
Herodotus’ Histories, as the Persians have left Europe, and the continents were separate once more, 
as they had been in the first place.597 This is the last event that Herodotus narrates, and after this, as 
Herodotus writes, ‘in this year nothing more was done.’598         
      
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Herodotus’ λόγοι of sacrifice and prayer at sea, as well as maritime dedications to deities in their 
temples and sanctuaries, provide much information about practices of Greek maritime religion in 
the sixth and fifth centuries. The Greeks commonly sacrificed and prayed to Poseidon for events out 
at sea, and could also credit natural disasters such as floodtides and earthquakes to him. Maritime 
                                                
592 Walsh 1986: 320. See Walsh for a comprehensive and detailed argument that this inscription on the Athenian Stoa at 
Delphi referred to the Peloponnesian War.       
593 Paus. 10.11.6. 
594 Hdt. 9.114, 121. 
595 Walsh 1986: 322.  
596 Thuc. 1.89. 
597 Immerwahr 1966: 43. 
598 Hdt. 9.121. 
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votives dedicated in temples were numerous and given not only to Poseidon, but also to other gods 
and heroes, such as Apollo and Ajax, depending on whose aid the Greeks had sought and received. 
As for the offerings given during the Persian Wars, Herodotus depicts the Greeks dedicating 
triremes and statues made from tithes of the spoils of battles to Panhellenic deities, namely Apollo, 
Zeus, and Poseidon. These dedications were made to the gods after naval victories as thank-
offerings for their aid in the battles.  
 
These episodes are also significant for Herodotus’ own beliefs in such matters, and how he wrote 
about them in his Histories. Herodotus demonstrated his belief in certain cases of divine 
interference, such as his comment when narrating the events of the storm at the Hollows of Euboia, 
that ‘all this was done by the god’ so that the Persian and Greek forces might be more equally 
matched. The passages examined in this chapter are vital, not only for furthering our understanding 
of Greek maritime religion, but also so as to gain a more thorough understanding of Herodotus’ 
own beliefs about maritime religion and divine interference in wars and natural disasters. All these 
examples combine to provide a clearer picture of Greek maritime religious practices during this 
time: to whom the Greeks would pray in times of need, and whom they would thank after they had 
received what they perceived as divine help. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 106 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Religion is a central theme throughout the whole of Herodotus’ Histories, and that includes 
maritime religion. Throughout Herodotus’ account of the Persian Wars, as well as the rest of his 
narrative, maritime religion plays a significant role. This thesis has demonstrated that maritime gods 
received prayers and libations, dedications and sacrifices, as did winds and storms, or even the sea 
itself.    
 
The first chapter of this thesis demonstrated that libations and offerings to the sea, especially before 
sailing, were vital aspects of maritime religion for Greek and non-Greek cultures alike. This was 
shown through the actions of three very different figures in Herodotus’ narrative: the Spartan King 
Kleomenes, the Persian King Xerxes, and the handsome Troizenian warrior, Leon. This chapter 
demonstrated the importance of libations and offerings before sailing, respect for rivers and river 
crossings and how the reckless actions of Xerxes against the Hellespont, in Herodotus’ view, 
contributed to Xerxes’ eventual failure in his campaign against Greece. Finally, this chapter 
discussed the sacrifice of Leon on his ship, the way in which Herodotus depicts mythological 
Greek, and historical non-Greek practices of human sacrifice, and the importance Herodotus places 
on acting in accordance with one’s own νόµοι.    
 
In the second chapter, this thesis demonstrated that the Archaic and Classical Greeks believed in the 
importance of sacrifice to the winds and storms at sea, so as to gain favourable weather for 
themselves, or destructive weather for their enemies. The Delphians and the Athenians, as well as 
the Persians, were shown either sacrificing to the winds, or establishing altars to them, before and 
after storms at sea. These examples also portrayed the polytheistic nature of fifth century Greece, as 
different city-states all wanted the same outcome, control of, and thanks to, the winds, but were 
depicted sacrificing and establishing altars to different deities.  
 
The final chapter of this thesis examined passages about prayers and libations to gods at sea, and 
maritime votives dedicated in the temples and sanctuaries of gods and heroes, as thank-offerings 
after the Persian Wars, especially from the Battle of Salamis. This chapter demonstrated the beliefs 
that some Greeks held about Poseidon, attributing natural events such as floodtides and earthquakes 
to him. Maritime dedications after the Persian Wars were not only given to Poseidon, but also to 
gods and heroes such as Apollo and Ajax. Herodotus’ own beliefs, especially regarding divine 
interference in events such as those at Poteidaia and the Hollows of Euboia were also examined, 
with Herodotus attributing some of these natural disasters to divine intervention.   
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Thus, this thesis demonstrates that sea deities, sacrifices, prayers and libations at sea, and maritime 
votives dedicated in sanctuaries all played a prominent role in Herodotus’ narrative of the religious 
component of the Persian Wars, for Greeks and non-Greeks alike. The discussion of these passages 
furthers knowledge about belief and ritual in Greek maritime religion during the fifth and sixth 
centuries, when the sea was an important aspect of Greek society and religion. Through its focused 
analysis of maritime sacrifice in Herodotus, this thesis contributes to the understanding of his 
presentation of maritime belief, ritual, and religious practices, and their historical reality.  
 
These λόγοι also shed light on Herodotus’ methods of writing history. Herodotus’ use of ἱστορία, 
learning by inquiry, and his lack of prejudice when recording the customs of other nations, truly 
makes his Histories a pioneer in the early beginnings of recording history. Herodotus’ writing 
methods thus renders his work an important source for Ancient Greek maritime religious practices 
during the Persian Wars, as well as for how Herodotus himself interpreted these religious practices. 
By utilising the examples and anecdotes of maritime sacrifice in Herodotus’ Histories, this thesis 
has provided an in-depth study of the beliefs and practices behind Ancient Greek maritime sacrifice, 
a significant aspect of Ancient Greek religion that is vital to comprehend so that religion in 
Herodotus’ writings, and by extension, his contemporary Greek and non-Greek world, can be fully 
understood.    
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